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In a recent Diploma class we were talking about how difficult it was to keep our discussions on track and focused, how there appeared 
to be a tendency for the reading, theme or issue under consideration to act as a springboard and whether this was a good thing, or a 
sign of our collective indiscipline. 
 
Let me explain and provide some context.  Like most HEIs we have a Certificate in Learning & Teaching in Higher Education, which is 
the first block in an integrated programme extending to Master’s level.  It is policy for completion of the Certificate to be a condition of 
employment for incoming colleagues with fewer than three years experience and no teaching qualification.  The Certificate programme 
is healthy – an average cohort of over 20 each year – and it is primarily focused on classroom management and competence.  It is 
characterised by a fertile mixture of the practical, the sceptical, the enquiring and plenty of robust discussion.  It operates from 2 – 5pm 
on Friday afternoons. 
 
The Diploma, by contrast, is entirely voluntary and accordingly involves fewer participants.  It operates through a balanced mix of 
seminars, action learning sets and tutorials and is intended to develop scholarship in practical and applied dimensions.  Like the 
Certificate it too has a distinct and powerful character and the effect of the action learning sets means that we all know a lot about 
each other – there is, at the very least, a measure of tacit understanding and challenge.  The discussion referred to above took place 
in the final session of the Diploma Programme when we were gathering feedback and considering questions such as,  
 
Should the seminars be more tightly focused?  
Are they too discursive?   
Are there too few, too many?   
What changes do you think we should make? 
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Having considered the questions thrown out one of the participants observed 
 
“I always find something in these sessions to use, or to think about.” 
 
Someone else referred to our dendritic discussions – a description which had the rest of us looking in blank incomprehension at each 
other – that is, until he outlined a definition, that the discussions tended to branch, tree-like.   
 
Throughout the remainder of the seminar the notion of dendritic discussion was referred back to as we ranged between discussions on 
the nature of scholarship, as it might apply at different stages in an academic’s career, Zoo Radio as a manifestation of popular 
culture, Rippin’s (2003) ‘Big, fat phoney’ article and the paradigmatic shift represented by the introduction of the microcomputer in the 
1980s, amongst others. 
 
Overarching themes and topics such as change, identity and self-esteem were pulled out as we attempted to rein discussion back, 
however like a bush fire, once the sparks and flames of discussion had been controlled in one area, they flared up in another.  Is this, 
someone mused, the nature of academe, or is it no more than a hankering after former times when there was the leisure to indulge 
divergence, when there were certainties, - a pastiche of the classical humanist approach of higher education in a bygone era?   
 
In the contemporary context of higher education what appears to be prized is certainty, predictability and transparency, but these sit 
uneasily with the lively and stimulating nature of learning and development – they are fundamentally antithetical with what one 
experiences in classrooms.  Surely, ran our discussion, any practical notion of scholarship depends upon asking questions, pursuing 
leads and lines of argument, and attempting to synthesise new understandings and insights.  What’s the point of asking the question if 
you know what the answer should be, or is going to be?  Isn’t that rather turning the telescope round and looking through the wrong 
end? 
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The collection of articles, which comprises this edition of SEMINAR, represents a range of approaches to scholarship.  Eugene Doyen 
reflects upon the dilemmas and issues involved in attempting to provide a supportive and developmental learning environment on a 
rapidly expanding video production programme, whilst in Trevor Hussey’s piece we are taken through a typically considered and 
reasoned evaluation of the role of philosophy in the contemporary higher education institution.   
 
Assessment, we are frequently reminded, determines student motivation and application and Ray Batchelor explores some of the 
dilemmas faced by tutors in those curriculum areas in which what counts as real, or fact is open to debate.  Both Chris Gifford and 
Christina Malone’s articles represent concrete attempts to realise a scholarship of practice and action; Chris in an account of an 
initiative concerned with Citizenship, and Christina in an outline of an action research project concerned with student motivation and 
retention. 
 
What links these contributions appears to be an emerging conception of teaching as scholarly practice, involving and enabling 
students to explore and challenge ideas, interpretations of them and the values implicit within them.  We would describe that as 
learning and development as far as students are concerned and it is much the same for us as teachers.  The discussions referred to 
here and the questions they pose, illustrate what we are attempting to do with this journal; to represent, explore and stimulate, to make 
links and leaps in developing a field of activity in relation to pedagogic practice. 








Why do you want to talk about your time at Buckinghamshire Chilterns University College? 
 
I think that BCUC is taking up the challenge of widening participation and this makes a massive 
difference. For example in 1997 the departments of Arts and Media where I taught had 120 students in 
total and by 2004 it had over 450 students. This change in numbers represents not just a move to 
mass teaching, but is a profound shift in the academic and social profile of the student community. For 
instance the University College has one of highest percentage of students who are the first members 
of their family ever  to participate in Higher Education in the UK. 
 
Can you give me any examples of what working in a widening participation context means on a 
day to day basis?  
 
Yes.  When you're teaching a module you expect to have students with modest academic 
qualifications before university and they are not necessarily ready for the demands that they are going 
to face.   Also, it’s reasonable to anticipate that there will be a number of students who have learning 
difficulties, which might or might not be recognised by the students concerned and also some students 
with mental health issues, which again might not be recognised by the students concerned. This 




Eugene Doyen was a video production
tutor in the Arts and Media department
of Buckinghamshire Chilterns
University College for seven years
until 2004. In this interview Eugene
reflects on what he has taken from the
experience of working in a department
where in 1997 there were 120
students in total across all three years
up until 2004 when the department
has 450 students with 300 of these
taking video production modules each
semester. 
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When you say 'overwhelming' do you mean that the demands being placed on you are 
unreasonable? 
 
To take the risk of being seen as foolishly idealistic or as someone who is willing to undermine the 
perceived value of a degree, I would say that I support the widening participation agenda because I 
believe in an inclusive and not an exclusive society.  I see so many job adverts that set 'graduate' as a 
basic criteria for being able to apply that it can only be unfair to bar so many people from these 
possibilities by refusing them any chance of getting a degree, because we have a university system 
that accepts only top result 'A' level students.   What my naive view means in terms of the stress I find 
myself under when actually teaching is that struggling to get a student to achieve the lowest level of a 
pass is still worthwhile.  However, the high numbers of students do wear you down, but high staff to 
student ratios is a question of enough funding for enough staff and not how you should teach. 
 
What strategies have you adopted to make your teaching successful? 
 
I don't think that it's the teaching that needs to change or improve to meet the student needs and the 
endless expectation from external reviewers and monitoring that suggests it is somehow possible to 
improve teaching so that every student passes with a high grade.  That is a goal that only makes 
teaching staff feel undervalued and unsuccessful.  What does make a difference though is relating to 
and managing your students far more directly than simply teaching the module and expecting this to 
be enough for a student to succeed. 
 
Could you give me examples of your techniques for managing your classes while at BCUC? 
 
Yes, lots, but I think it would be useful to set out the point I'm working from. Common sense would say 
that if you're a student who is struggling academically on a course, the best way out of your difficulties 
is to focus on your studies and get down to some hard work to pick up your grades.   
What does make a difference though 
is relating to and managing your 
students far more directly than simply 
teaching the module and expecting 
this to be enough for a student to 
succeed. 
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In fact in many cases just the opposite will happen and a struggling student will create a mass of 
problems that can prevent them doing enough work to pass. The reason for this is that if a student 
puts in as much work and effort as they possibly can, but then only gets a low grade, they have to face 
the fact that they're a low grade student, but if a student fails due to ‘external’ problems then it's not 
their fault.  All of the strategies I use are based on overcoming this conundrum. 
 
So what are these techniques? 
 
You can’t let students feel that they can become invisible by not attending or attending and not 
contributing.  Formal letter writing is cumbersome and ineffective, you have to speak to students by 
phone.  The enrolment records are often not up-to-date, or don’t include mobile numbers.  At the start 
of a module you need to get students to fill in contact sheets so that they’re in reach.  Your contact 
with a student has to be voice to voice, emails are no good because they can simply be ignored, or 
you get a one word reply that doesn’t change anything.  Another method for attracting a student’s 
attention is to ask their friends where they are.  This approach creates a clear atmosphere that as a 
tutor I want to know where students are and I want them to attend.  When you do get in contact and a 
student tries to list reasons why they aren’t attending then you have to look at the detail of their 
problems and when you do this the reason for their non-attendance disappears.  It’s now out in the 
open that if they aren’t attending then it’s their choice and they are opting to fail, so that usually brings 
them in. 
 
What about those who attend but don’t contribute? 
 
You can help this situation by clearly sign-posting what every student can be doing to get through their 
module successfully.  You have to be very direct.  I will say things like; ‘Next week we will be going 
through the written assignment and a student who attends this session and then uses what they have 
learnt from this session is likely to get an extra ten or fifteen percent on their result.’  I want to ensure 
that students see a direct pay-off from attending and contributing.  I don’t hold out a distant goal like a 
career aim or their final degree classification.   
You can’t let students feel that they
can become invisible by not attending
or attending and not contributing. 
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I talk about the specific module and clarify what needs to be done.  Also, I endlessly remind students 
about deadlines, because it signals in good time that things are due.  Assignments and deadlines are 
with the students by week two of a module.  
 
Does this approach mean that you favour continuous assessment? 
 
No.  My marking load in 2004 was over 400 pieces of work.  If I split that up and tried to mark while I 
was teaching I would just burn out and collapse.  Most of my modules have two units of assessment 
and I clearly signal what needs to be done to pass each assessment.  To have more assessments 
would just create the need for more information, more explanation, more paperwork.  Often I’m 
teaching 140 students in a semester so if I have to chase up just 5% each week that’s seven people.  I 
think that with more assessment the need to chase up people would grow, because there would be 
more assessment for the students to feel like avoiding.  
 
What other strategies do you use to help students succeed? 
 
A simple one is to be reliable as a tutor.  My view is that teaching is the first priority so don’t cancel 
lessons, don’t be late and don’t be unprepared.  This sets a standard.  If a member of staff is 
intermittent in attending, this acts as a far less positive model to students. Another approach is what I 
call me ‘First Rate’ talk.  I’ve taught a range of students at different places and while there is a range 
of ability, high and low, it’s not as wide as one might think. However, I have found that students’ who 
define themselves as first-rate are committed and happy and those that define themselves as second-
rate are far less committed and far more likely to be unhappy with their degree.  
 
It’s a self-fulfilling prophecy that a student who doesn’t see themselves succeeding won’t succeed and 
it happens perhaps even before students enrol.  They get fair or low ‘A’ level results, they choose a 
degree to study on a less rigorous basis than someone who is committed to a subject.  My solution is 
to ask students to define themselves as first-rate.  It seems to work as a piece of flattery, it’s not 
intended to create expectations that the student can’t meet.   
My view is that teaching is the first 
priority so don’t cancel lessons, don’t 
be late and don’t be unprepared. 
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Also, when a student says, ‘All I want is a 2.1’ my response is always; ‘Then you better be aiming to 
get a first.’  It’s important that students don’t undervalue themselves. 
 
So students are letting themselves down with low expectations? 
 
Yes, and it’s very damaging. 
 
Do you use other teaching strategies? 
 
There are students every now and then who carry a problem round for days rather than doing the 
work.  They want an extension, or they object to the assessment and they trail round from me as their 
module tutor, to the administrator, to the field chair, to the head of department, to other teaching staff.  
Then a flurry of emails starts flying back and forth between all these staff over something that is not 
really a problem.  It takes a couple of days for what’s going on to surface, then I phone the student 
and ask to meet them.  I’ll often get given an awkward time of day, but I meet it unless I’m teaching 
When we meet I don’t discuss the problem, I go through how much time the student has been 
spending finding people and meeting with them when they could have being doing their assignment 
instead.  It’s usually occupied their time for two or three days, so the wastefulness of it is perfectly 
clear.  What I do then is ask the student to undertake a small task in relation to the assignment, such 
as produce a plan and bring it back to me the next day.   For me the problem is that the student 
couldn’t bring themselves to start the assignment and now they have something to do that they can 
clearly manage. 
 
How far will you go in helping a student with their assignment? 
 
I’ll discuss essay plans, I’ll discuss ideas for content.  I’ll read and provide feedback and corrections on 
first drafts.  It’s as though I’m working with a dissertation student on an individual basis, but it goes 
through all my modules, rather than simply being a support system in the third year.   
When we meet I don’t discuss the 
problem, I go through how much time 
the student has been spending finding 
people and meeting with them when 
they could have being doing their 
assignment instead.  It’s usually 
occupied their time for two or three 
days, so the wastefulness of it is 
perfectly clear. 
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Also, I don’t support the idea of external study skills units, or specialist study skills courses. I want 
these issues to be gone through in direct relation to a result; the student works, the student submits, 
the student passes. 
  
What would you say to someone who thought that this highly supported teaching and focussing on 
assignments is not an appropriate model for a degree student? 
 
When I was mentored in my teaching practice the aim was quality and depth, not surface and 
immediate results.  My teaching now completely overturns this, because the lifelong learning approach 
does not work.  You can’t hold ideal goals, and you can’t get 100% commitment from a student who 
attends your session dressed and ready to go and spend the rest of the day working in a shoe shop 
when the lecture is over.  More fundamentally the modular structure fragments the student’s 
experience. The university system offers choice and so students choose module by module and the 
idea of a coherent development is not part of the system. In case this seems too depressing it’s not 
because I’m talking about undergraduates and for those who want focus and achieve excellence in an 
area of study then the MA is there for that.  Obviously, it frustrates many academics when students 
only have a superficial interest in what that academic has spent years working to master and 
understand, but this gap can’t be overcome, it’s how the university sector is structured. 
 
To mention one last thing in relation to my teaching style, I prepare notes for all my teaching and I 
never ask students to take notes.  My lectures and workshops are only partly about passing 
information.  They’re about creating an enthusiasm for the work to be done, about clearly setting and 
planning the task.  The production of very clear and specific paperwork also supports people who do 
not attend or miss a couple of sessions.  It also prevents misinformation with people taking down the 
wrong dates.  While it seems common practice for every student to claim no knowledge of the content 
paperwork if you make an error and get the submission details different on two sets of documents, this 
is picked up at once and the students will come and see me, so they are reading the material - they 
just won’t admit it. 
I prepare notes for all my teaching and 
I never ask students to take notes.  My 
lectures and workshops are only partly 
about passing information.  They’re 
about creating an enthusiasm for the 
work to be done, about clearly setting 
and planning the task. 
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As you’re teaching, preparing and pursuing your students how does this affect your research? 
 
My teaching load at BCUC was sixteen hours per week, with a marking load that took six weeks to 
finish, so if you add preparation, meetings and support, then there is no time or energy left for 
research.   
 
So is the strain that you experienced affecting your colleagues? 
 
Yes, and worse than that for the University College is that those members of staff who do keep their 
research profile going will move on to or be poached by institutions where research is the main focus.  
Without it being formally declared by government it seems to me that there are now two tiers of 
university and two types of university teaching staff.  
 
What’s your view on this split? 
 
At BCUC you have a lot of heavily committed and very hard working teaching staff who are doing a 
great job teaching, but who are personally demoralised and feel that their careers are effectively 
stalled.  I was lucky because during my time there I shifted from being a lecturer to being a principal 
lecturer and this was a reward because of my commitment to teaching, which is nice, but at the same 
time I was never going to be able to become a reader or a professor.  This is the same with my 
colleagues. 
 
What’s the solution? 
 
I certainly wouldn’t suggest formalising a two-strand academic career pathway where there is an 
academic who researches and teaching and an academic who only teaches, so I would revise the 
RAE.  Of course that’s easier said than done. 
 
You’ve moved on now from BCUC, do you have any over-riding views of the experience. 
 
It was very tiring. 











You will have noticed that the title of this talk - ‘The End of Philosophy’ - is ambiguous.  It could 
suggest a discussion of the demise of philosophy, or a discussion of its point or purpose.  In fact both 
are intended: I want to discuss several forceful and potent attempts to declare the death of philosophy 
and, in refuting them, I hope to show its purpose and function, and hence its value.  Technically, this is 
a, perhaps foolhardy, venture into metaphilosophy - the philosophy of philosophy. 
 
Of course, the title can also be interpreted as heralding a much less ambitious project: a discussion of 
the disappearance of philosophy from BCUC following my retirement as the only full-time lecturer in 
the subject.  However, I can reassure any of my superiors who are present that this is not going to be 
a rant about the importance of retaining philosophy modules and replacing me with a younger 
philosopher.  None-the-less, if the conclusion of this talk is correct, that is undoubtedly one of its 
implications. 
 
The plan of the talk is to introduce no less than four different attempts to demonstrate that philosophy 
is dead, about to die or not worth keeping alive.  In each case I shall try to show that the arguments 
supporting these obituaries are invalid and, in doing so I hope that the real function and purpose of 
philosophy will become apparent.  Some of these attacks on philosophy were begun long ago, but all 
of them are either popular today, or have been so in recent times.   
 
 
I come from a local family which has 
lived in the Buckinghamshire Chilterns 
for many generations.  After failing the 
iniquitous eleven-plus I went to 
Hatters Lane Secondary Modern 
School, but later passed to the art 
department of Wycombe Technical 
School.  I served an apprenticeship in 
engineering and began a career as a 
design engineer.   
 
Due partly to the influence of WEA 
classes I decided to switch to 
philosophy and I gained entry to 
Balliol College, Oxford University at 
the age of twenty nine.  Rather than 
move my family of three children, after 
university I took a job locally, at what 
was to become BCUC.  I began in 
1972 and remained until the present, 
despite “retiring” in 2003, teaching 
mainly philosophy.  During this time I 
returned to Oxford to complete a 
doctorate in philosophy of science, 
which I obtained in 1994.  On my 
retirement BCUC honoured me with 
an Emeritus Professorship in 
philosophy. 
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I am sorry that I have to inflict upon you four different lines of assault, but philosophers are a perverse 
crowd and showing the pointlessness and futility of their subject has been a favourite pastime; 
perhaps engendered by the sheer difficulty of philosophical problems and the relative lack of progress 




The four attacks that I have identified are the following:- 
 
(1)  Philosophy is redundant - because it is juvenile science and has been made redundant by the 
growth of grown-up science.  
 
(2)  Philosophy is meaningless - philosophers are unwittingly, and perhaps in some cases wittingly, 
talking nonsense. 
 
(3)  Philosophy is futile - because we are incapable of solving its problems. 
 
(4)  Philosophy is trivial - a game played by people who have an exaggerated opinion of their own 
importance.  This might be called the ‘post-modern attack’. 
 
I will discuss each of these in turn.  My discussion will have to be brief: shamefully so as far as 
scholarship is concerned, but mercifully so as far as you are concerned. 
 
1  Philosophy is redundant. 
 
1.1 The attack. 
 
This line of attack started innocently enough.  I trace its roots to the practice of midwifery in Greece in 
the Fifth Century BC.  By custom, women in Ancient Greece did not practice midwifery unless they 
were themselves barren or were past child bearing age.  Socrates’ mother, Phaenarete, became a 
midwife and Socrates, as he is portrayed by Plato in the Theaetetus, claimed that he practised the 
same art.   
I am sorry that I have to inflict 
upon you four different lines of 
assault, but philosophers are a 
perverse crowd and showing 
the pointlessness and futility of 
their subject has been a 
favourite pastime; perhaps 
engendered by the sheer 
difficulty of philosophical 
problems and the relative lack 
of progress in their solution. 
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Socrates said that although he had no wisdom himself - he was barren of ideas and theories - his skill 
lay in helping others to give birth to theses, and in testing whether they were true or false, live or still-
born (Plato, Theaetetus 148e-151d). 
 
If we take Socrates’ account as a model for the whole discipline, then we must accept that philosophy 
is not itself a source of knowledge or truth; its purpose lies in assisting in the birth of the sciences, and 
it is these that eventually give us knowledge.  
 
This view of philosophy appears again most clearly two thousand years later in the work of John 
Locke.  There is a well known passage in The Epistle to the Reader at the beginning of his Essay 
Concerning Human Understanding, in which he says: 
 
“The commonwealth of learning is not at this time without master-builders, whose mighty 
designs in advancing the sciences will leave lasting monuments to the admiration of 
posterity: but every one must not hope to be a Boyle or a Sydenham; and in an age that 
produces such masters as the great Huygenius, and the incomparable Mr. Newton, with 
others of that strain, it is ambition enough to be employed as an under-labourer in clearing 
the ground a little, and removing some of the rubbish that lies in the way to knowledge...”  
(Locke (1690: vii). 
 
Here again we can see that the role of philosophy is the very humble one of sorting out conceptual 
muddles and confusions, so that we can frame our questions more clearly.  It is the task of scientists 
actually to answer them. 
 
Although modest, this conception of philosophy given to us by Socrates and John Locke may have 
seemed attractive at a time when science was in its infancy and when many of the sciences did not in 
fact exist.  But by the Twentieth Century when almost every aspect of the physical world and human 
society had become the subject matter of the special sciences, what was left for philosophers to do?  
It looked as if the under-labourers had worked themselves out of a job. 
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The latest version of this attack concerns the so-called ‘death of epistemology’.  Ever since the 
Ancient Greeks, epistemology, or the theory of knowledge, has been at the centre of western 
philosophy.  Almost all of the major philosophers have struggled with problems concerning the nature 
and kinds of truth and knowledge, the problems raised by the sceptics who claim that knowledge is 
unobtainable, and the idea that we must be content with mere beliefs and opinions.  However, in 
recent times there have been several claims that epistemology is about to die (Rorty 1979; Williams 
1977). 
 
There are a number of converging streams of argument that have led to these gloomy predictions, but 
one of the most important started with the work of the great American philosopher Willard van Orman 
Quine and his claim that epistemology must be ‘naturalised’ (Quine 1969).  That is to say, previous 
conceptions of epistemology as a philosophical activity must be abandoned, and it should be seen as 
part of the science of psychology.  If we want to understand how human beings gain knowledge about 
the world then we must make an empirical study of perception.  Beyond this scientific study, nothing 
remains to be done.  Philosophy is redundant. 
 
1.2  The defence. 
 
I believe that there is some truth in the premises of this argument, but I reject its conclusion.  
Conceptual clarification is one of the tasks of philosophy, and the history of ideas contains many 
examples of philosophers sorting out confusions surrounding a problem to the point that scientists 
could get to work.  Indeed, it can be argued that it was the Pre-Socratic philosophers who made 
science possible by arguing that the world is understandable by reason and observation rather than 
authority, and that naturalistic explanations can be given where previously supernatural agencies had 
to be invoked.   None-the-less, this does not mean that philosophy has been rendered redundant by 
the flourishing of science. 
 
To begin with it is perfectly obvious that philosophy deals with many areas beyond those of science: 
ethics, politics, aesthetics, history, religion and so on.  Furthermore, despite the proliferation of 
sciences, there are still areas that are so puzzling that we cannot be sure that they are a proper 
subject for science.   
Conceptual clarification is one of the
tasks of philosophy, and the history of
ideas contains many examples of
philosophers sorting out confusions
surrounding a problem to the point that
scientists could get to work. 
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Such questions as the nature of consciousness, the ultimate origin of the universe and, some might 
argue, the proper study of mankind, are all areas in which philosophical under-labourers are still 
required. 
 
Even within the realms of science and epistemology, the attack is simply mistaken.  If we consider 
such problems as the nature of matter, space, time and causation, we cannot know in advance 
whether they can be tidied up into purely empirical questions that science alone can answer.  Quine’s 
suggestion that epistemology should become a branch of psychology seems, to me, to beg the 
question whether psychology gives us knowledge rather than belief: its history has not been entirely 
unblemished in that respect.  Issues concerning the nature of science; whether it has a distinct and 
rationally justifiable method; whether we can justify the claim that it makes progress; whether it is 
value free and even whether it gives us genuine knowledge, are all deeply philosophical questions. 
 
What is more we cannot assume that any given empirical line of enquiry will not transmute into 
unexpected philosophical difficulties.  Surely it is not unreasonable to suggest that this is precisely 
what has happened in quantum theory.  Here we have equations which describe and predict events in 
the sub-atomic world with unprecedented accuracy, but all attempts to conceptualise and explain the 
nature of that world end in hand waving and, to say the least, a lack of consensus (Whitaker 1996; 
Torretti 1999; Lange 2002).  Similarly, it seems that one of the most favoured attempts at a 
fundamental theory of matter - String Theory - ends in postulating entities which may be forever 
beyond empirical observation (Green 1999).   
 
It is not only in physics that philosophical problems remain: there is a thriving debate within biology 
about such things as the nature of species, the units of evolution, the origin of altruism and many 
others, (Hull 1981; Hull and Ruse 1998; Sober 1984, 1993; Ereshefsky 1992).  In the human sciences 
such issues as the nature of persons; freewill and its significance, and the relationship between 
reasons and causes are also philosophical. 
If we consider such problems as the
nature of matter, space, time and
causation, we cannot know in
advance whether they can be tidied
up into purely empirical questions that
science alone can answer. 
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It is not the job of the philosopher to discover new facts about the world as scientists do, but 
philosophers play a part in this process both by clarifying the questions and by helping to understand 
what we know.  I conclude that this first line of attack can be dismissed: philosophy is not redundant. 
 
2   Philosophy is Meaningless. 
 
2.1 The attack. 
 
When debating, it is a favourite device amongst philosophers to accuse their opponents of talking 
nonsense; so there is some irony in the fact that powerful reasons have been advanced to show that 
the whole of philosophy is itself meaningless.  The origins of the most impressive arguments of this 
kind stem from the emergence of analytic philosophy about one hundred years ago.   
 
One of the key features of analytic philosophy is the recognition that our concepts and the language in 
which we express them, are neither transparent nor philosophically neutral.  Our language may 
influence the way we think and lead us into error.  Consequently, the founders of analytic philosophy, 
Frege, Russell, Moore and Wittgenstein, turned their attention to the study of logic and language. 
 
From this the idea arose that perhaps earlier philosophers had misconceived the nature of 
philosophical problems.  They had thought that their task was to decide the truth of such claims as 
‘We possess free will’, ‘God exists’, ‘There is purpose in the universe’ and so on.  But, there is a prior 
question: are such claims meaningful?  Perhaps we have spent two and a half thousand years trying 
to answer meaningless questions. 
Clearly, what was needed was an account of meaning by which we could judge whether a form of 
words was sense or nonsense.  The most memorable attempt at this was, of course, the infamous 
‘Verification Principle’ devised by the logical positivists in the 1920s.  They argued that only two kinds 
of statement are meaningful: those that are analytic such as the statements of logic and pure 
mathematics, and those that are, in principle, verifiable (Ayer 1946).   
It is not the job of the philosopher to
discover new facts about the world as
scientists do, but philosophers play a
part in this process both by clarifying
the questions and by helping to
understand what we know. 
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So ‘There is a rhinoceros in this room’ is meaningful (although fortunately false) because we know 
how we could verify it if it were true; while ‘God is in this room’ is neither true nor false: it is 
meaningless because there is no way in which it can be tested. 
 
Armed with this verificationist theory of meaning, the logical positivists gleefully set about ridding the 
world of nonsense. Unfortunately the theory proved far too effective, since they found that it ruled out 
as meaningless not only such “undesirables” as theology, mysticism and metaphysics, but also such 
“desirables” as ethics, much of science and, embarrassingly, the verification theory of meaning itself.  
More importantly for this present topic, philosophy also turns out to be a brand of nonsense. 
 
Having sustained such bruises, you might imagine that they would stop beating themselves, but 
remember, these are philosophers.  One of the figures who inspired logical positivism, Ludwig 
Wittgenstein, pushed the argument a little further (Wittgenstein, 1958).  He pointed out that we do 
many things with words besides describing the world - such as asking questions, cursing, making 
promises and so on - so meaning cannot depend merely on verification.  He offered a much more 
sophisticated and plausible account of meaning according to which the meaning of a word is the use 
to which it is put by speakers of the language, as they engage in the various forms of life.  So, the 
language used by any group, such as theologians, farmers or physicists, is meaningful within their 
practice, and it is quite wrong to judge the utterances of one - say theologians - by the standards 
applicable to another - say physicists. 
 
It follows from this, argued Wittgenstein, that philosophical problems are not really problems at all.  
They are confusions generated by philosophers themselves, by their misuse of language: rather like 
asking which is the heaviest, a poem or a bank holiday.  At best philosophy is merely a matter of 
clarifying linguistic muddles.  But since they are self-generated muddles, all we can do is engage in a 
kind of therapy by which we show philosophers that they have wandered from the ordinary everyday 
use of words and, thereby, confused themselves.  If the therapy is successful they will stop feeling the 
need to do philosophy.  
Armed with this verificationist theory 
of meaning, the logical positivists 
gleefully set about ridding the world of 
nonsense. Unfortunately the theory 
proved far too effective, since they 
found that it ruled out as meaningless 
not only such “undesirables” as 
theology, mysticism and metaphysics, 
but also such “desirables” as ethics, 
much of science and, embarrassingly, 
the verification theory of meaning 
itself.   
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2.2 The defence. 
 
Again there is some important truth at the beginning of this attack.  It is important to recognise that our 
language and the concepts we use may not be neutral, and that we need to enquire into the ways in 
which they may mislead us.  To do this we need to examine them philosophically.  However, the 
founders of analytic philosophy, especially Russell, never believed that philosophical problems were 
merely linguistic and he was scathing about the suggestion that ordinary language could be used as 
the arbiter of philosophical good sense: our everyday talk simply assumes, uncritically, our traditional 
metaphysics (Russell 1959).  Karl Popper likened the obsession with language to spectacle cleaning 
and suggested that the point of having spectacles is to put them on and look at the world (Magee 
1971). 
 
I have sympathy with these replies but, for two reasons, I believe that they fail to identify the most 
telling objection to the claim that philosophical problems are merely linguistic muddles.  First, I suggest 
that the real trouble with the Wittgensteinian thesis is that he starts from the wrong place.  We begin 
by being perplexed about some aspect of the world or ourselves.  That perplexity does not come 
ready labelled ‘linguistic muddle’ or ‘empirical problem’.  It is part of the philosopher’s work to discover 
the nature of the enigma.   
 
Second, even if it turns out that at least part of the problem is conceptual or linguistic, it is still a matter 
of philosophical debate as to how such issues are to be settled.  As Russell says, we cannot assume 
that ordinary, everyday speech can serve as the arbiter of correctness, but neither is it self-evident 
that we must turn to Russell’s own preference: the construction of an artificial formal language.  It has 
proved notoriously difficult to devise formal systems that are capable of expressing all that we need to 
express or to gain agreement about their relationship to ordinary discourse.  The essential point is that 
philosophy has work to do that is not merely concerned with untangling its own knots. 
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Finally, I suggest that any historical examination will show that many of the problems and puzzles we 
have struggled with have been discovered by many others besides philosophers.  Artists, theologians, 
scientists, moralists, political theorists, poets and peasants have all been perplexed and only later 
have philosophers taken up their issues.  The idea that philosophical problems form a neatly 
circumscribed area of nonsense is itself nonsense.            
 
3.  Philosophy is futile. 
 
3.1 The attack. 
 
One of the most lively topics in contemporary analytic philosophy is that of consciousness.  The chief 
problem about consciousness was expressed very clearly over a hundred years ago by Thomas 
Henry Huxley: 
 
“How it is that anything so remarkable as a state of consciousness comes about as a result 
of irritating nervous tissue, is just as unaccountable as the appearance of a djinn when 
Aladdin rubbed his lamp.”  (Huxley 1866.) 
 
A modern philosopher, to whom I owe the quote from Huxley, claims that things have not progressed 
very far since: 
 
“...in the case of consciousness, we have nothing - zilch - worthy of being called a research 
programme, nor are there any substantive proposals about how to go about starting one.... 
Researchers are stumped.”  (Block 1994: 211). 
 
Numerous attempts have been made to “explain” consciousness, but the fact is that an “explanatory 
gap” still remains.  No one can tell us how a collection of tissues and fluids inside our skull can be 
aware of a sunset or the smell of fresh bread: how it can give us the subjective life that we all have 
when awake. 
No one can tell us how a collection of
tissues and fluids inside our skull can
be aware of a sunset or the smell of
fresh bread: how it can give us the
subjective life that we all have when
awake. 
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Given the plethora of conflicting and unconvincing theories, it is not surprising that some philosophers 
became deeply pessimistic about ever explaining consciousness.  Consequently, there was almost an 
audible sigh of relief in some quarters when a young British philosopher, Colin McGinn, suggested that 
there was a perfectly good reason for our failure: the human mind is not capable of understanding the 
human mind  (McGinn 1989; 1991). 
 
McGinn’s argument was, very roughly, that we posses only two ways of inquiring into consciousness.  
We can start from the “inside”, as it were, and use introspection - attending carefully to the events and 
happenings in our stream of consciousness.  But this will never reveal to us how the physical 
processes going on in the cells and synapses of our brain tissue are producing what we are 
experiencing.  Alternatively, we can start from the “outside” and use the techniques and instruments of 
science to examine the minute workings of our brains as they produce our consciousness.  However, 
we can pursue this objective investigation down to the smallest detail, but it will never reveal to us the 
actual conscious events which we experience.  We will never see the smell of coffee down a 
microscope.  There is an irreducible ‘gap’ between the mental and the physical which we are not able 
to close.   
 
McGinn suggested that this inability is simply a feature of our species: our cognitive apparatus evolved 
to solve the problems we faced in the Pleistocene and the origin of consciousness was not one of 
them.  This does not mean that the problem is intrinsically insoluble and he suggests that there may 
be other creatures in the universe capable of doing so.  We simply lack the means, in the same way 
that chickens are not equipped to solve quadratic equations. 
 
This neat thesis attracted a lot of interest and established Colin McGinn as a significant figure.  Of 
course, the rest of the philosophical world ought to have known better than to encourage him with 
praise and attention, because he proceeded to generalise the argument to the whole of philosophy 
(McGinn 1993).  The traditional problems of philosophy have been with us for millennia and, struggle 
as we might, they remain unsolved precisely because we lack the cognitive apparatus with which to 
solve them.   
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He tells us (McGinn 2002: 212) that ‘...we can...reflect upon them, formulate them clearly, spell out the 
various options, develop a sense of their depth’, but we cannot solve them: so it is pointless to try.  
Philosophy is futile. 
 
3.2 The defence. 
 
There may well be problems that we humans are not equipped to solve, but how does McGinn know 
that this is the case with the traditional philosophical problems?  Clearly his claim cannot rest simply 
on the historical observation that certain questions have not yet been answered, since there are many 
ancient questions remaining which are certainly not philosophical.  Such unanswered questions as 
‘How did life originate on earth?’,  ‘Are we the only intelligent life form in the universe?’, ‘What on Earth 
does Tony Blair see in George Bush?’ are clearly scientific, and we have no reason to think that they 
are insoluble just because they have not yet been answered. 
 
Similarly, his claim cannot rest on empirical evidence concerning the functioning of the human brain.   
This - with apologies to the psychologists present - is because we simply don’t know enough about the 
brain: we cannot even explain how it solves, or fails to solve, simple equations or cross-word puzzles, 
let alone complex philosophical problems. 
 
So, there is a more fundamental point here.  To establish his claim that we are congenitally incapable 
of solving philosophical problems, McGinn must be able to show that there is something distinctive or 
peculiar about philosophical problems, and that there are certain very general features of our minds 
that account for why we find just this kind of problem insoluble.  However, to show these two things 
McGinn has to solve two problems: the distinctive nature of philosophical problems and the theoretical 
limits of the human intellect.  But, these are both traditional philosophical  problems - so to prove his 
thesis that philosophical problems are insoluble, he must solve two of them.  I suggest that this 
inconsistency is sufficient to show that he has not established his claim that philosophy is futile. 
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4.  Philosophy is Trivial. 
 
4.1 The attack. 
 
This attack upon philosophy has vague connections with that confused and obscure tangle of fads, 
fashions and fancies that has come to be known as Post-modernism.  Several strands have wriggled 
out from this intellectual spaghetti which disparage all pretensions to rationality and objective truth.  
The result is a kind of permissive relativism that sees all views as equal, with no privilege being given, 
even to science or logic and certainly not to any form of philosophy. 
 
Post-modernism is not within my sphere of competence and, in any case, it seems that even the 
experts cannot agree on who is or is not a relativist, a sceptic or even a post-modernist (Smart 1993).  
However, there is one writer, Richard Rorty, who seems to be definite enough to grapple with.  One of 
his lines of attack has been against the pretentiousness of traditional philosophers who thought they 
could penetrate below the surface of things and emerge with profound truths (Rorty 1980).  Such 
philosophers are, according to Rorty, just ‘...lovably old-fashioned prigs.’ (Rorty 1991: 86).  They 
mistakenly cling to the idea that there is an objective world that exists independently of our 
representations of it, and that the chief aim of science and philosophy is to discover its deepest truths. 
 
Rorty offers a very different picture.  Human beings tell each other stories about themselves and the 
world, and culture changes as these stories change.  ‘Truth’ is a compliment we pay to those stories 
that we can agree upon (Rorty 1982, 1987).  Truth is not determined by how the world is; it is not 
constrained by an objective reality.  Statements such as ‘Charles Dickens wrote Great Expectations’ 
or ‘All proteins contain nitrogen’ are not true because they correspond to facts in the real world, they 
are true because our community agrees that they are.  Rorty holds that truth is a matter of inter-
subjective agreement: it is what can survive all objections in conversation with others (Rorty 1980, 
1982).  Hence science does not have an especially rational status as a source of objective knowledge, 
it is merely an exemplar of human solidarity - scientists are experts at agreeing with each other (Rorty, 
1987). 
This attack upon philosophy has 
vague connections with that confused 
and obscure tangle of fads, fashions 
and fancies that has come to be 
known as Post-modernism.  Several 
strands have wriggled out from this 
intellectual spaghetti which disparage 
all pretensions to rationality and 
objective truth.  
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So, what, according to Rorty is the point of philosophy?  At first sight, he appears to give it an 
important role: it can help us re-describe the world - to see it in a new way - and thus it is a means to 
cultural change.  But notice that the aims of this process are not the traditional ones of seeking 
objective truth or social progress.  It is a matter of telling stories about how we tell stories and 
changing how we do so.  What is more, he makes it quite clear that in this task of changing our habits 
of mind, philosophers have been, and will continue to be, far less important than others such as 
novelists (Rorty 1991).  Since truth is, according to Rorty, merely what our community can agree upon, 
then philosophy, it seems, has the role of nudging popular opinion in some way or another. 
 
“To see keeping the conversation going as a sufficient aim of philosophy, to see wisdom as 
consisting in the ability to sustain a conversation, is to see human beings as generators of 
new descriptions rather than beings one hopes to be able to describe accurately.”  (Rorty 
1980: 378.)  
 
When philosophy challenges what we generally believe it is saying something untrue, but if it persists 
until we agree, then it tells the truth.  The idea that it seeks ultimate or eternal truth and understanding 
is pretentious nonsense.  Philosophy is just one way of talking among many - compared with its 
traditional status it is trivial. 
 
4.2 The defence. 
 
Once again, there is something in this attack.  Philosophers have helped to change the way we see 
the world and sometimes their contributions have been trivial and sometimes they have been 
pretentious nonsense.  Some, of course, have made immense contributions.  If comparisons are 
possible, which I doubt, such figures as Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Locke, Hume, Kant, 
Hegel, Marx and so on, stand as tall as most novelists or poets.  But what is at the heart of the 
trivialisation of philosophy, and indeed of science too, is Rorty’s neo-pragmatist account of truth.  If 
there is no objective truth - if truth is merely what we can defend in conversation with others - then we 
might as well seek truth by drinking ourselves into a state of mutual back-slapping. 
But what is at the heart of the
trivialisation of philosophy, and indeed
of science too, is Rorty’s neo-
pragmatist account of truth.  If there is
no objective truth - if truth is merely
what we can defend in conversation
with others - then we might as well
seek truth by drinking ourselves into a
state of mutual back-slapping. 
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There have been numerous criticisms of Rorty’s account of truth (Haack 1993, 1998; Norris 1997; 
Williams 2002).  For example, Susan Haack points out that although we do apply the word ‘true’ to 
those things we agree about, we do so because we think that they are true, not because we agree 
about them.  Indeed we often agree about things that are not true (Haack 1998:19). (Claims about 
weapons of mass destruction spring to mind.) 
 
Similarly, ‘truth-as-collective-agreement’ is clearly not the concept of truth that we normally work with.  
A parent asking their teenage daughter where she has been till three in the morning is not asking her 
to tell a convincing story.  A court of law trying to decide on someone’s guilt or innocence may have to 
accept what can be agreed upon, but that is not its aim; and when Crick and Watson were assembling 
their model of DNA they were not trying to find what others would accept, they were trying to discover 
what the molecule was really like.  
 
 However, perhaps Rorty can reply to these criticisms by claiming that we may imagine that there is 
objective truth and this may be the meaning of ‘truth’ we work with, but what actually ends up as being 
true is whatever eventually acquires the agreement of those concerned.  We need a stronger 
argument against him. 
 
I suggest that there is another kind of problem with his claim.  Consider any happening in the world - 
say Brian Lara scoring 400 not out in 2004.  According to Rorty, this is true if our community agrees 
that it is.  So to claim that it is true is not to claim that it corresponds to an actual happening in the 
West Indies since it is not such happenings that make things true.  To claim that it is true is to claim 
that we agree about it.  But how do we know that it is true that we agree?  Well, our agreement 
consists in people saying ‘Yes’, ‘Quite right’, or nodding, or writing about the innings in newspapers, 
and so on.  But such things are happenings in the world so, according to Rorty, they cannot be what 
makes it true that we agree.  It is true that we agree about Lara because we agree that we agree.  But 
what does this agreement consist in?  It can only be that we agree that we agree that we agree about 
Lara - and so on ad infinitum.  I suggest that the only way to end this infinite regress is to accept that 
truth consists in correspondence with reality: whether or not we agree about it. 
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If there is a real world and if we can seek objective truths and understanding about it, then there is a 
place for science and philosophy to do real work.  Thus they are not inevitably trivial. 
 
5.  Conclusion. 
 
First, I argued that the claim that philosophy has been made redundant by the success of science is 
mistaken, both because philosophy deals with many issues outside the province of science, and 
because many genuinely philosophical questions remain even within the province of science.  
However, it emerges that one of the functions of philosophy is to sort out problems so that the 
sciences can solve them.  In this way it contributes to the discovery of truths about the world. 
 
Second, I argued that philosophy is neither meaningless nor confined to discussing linguistic puzzles.  
The problems that confront us do not come already sorted into their different kinds: their identification 
is a philosophical task.  Even when we find that the problem is conceptual or linguistic we still need to 
decide what counts as a solution, and that too is a philosophical issue. 
 
Third, I argued that philosophy is not, in general, a futile activity.  There may be insoluble problems, 
but we cannot know in advance either that this is so or which they are.  The job of identifying 
unanswerable questions or describing the theoretical limits of the human mind is, once again, that of 
the philosopher. 
 
Finally, I argued that despite the efforts of the Post-modernists, philosophy in general is not trivial.  It 
plays a fundamental part in changing our culture.  It does this by helping to discover truth, and by 
helping us to understand what we have discovered.  It offers us new ways to see the world, but not in 
merely arbitrary or capricious ways, because philosophy also demands that we justify our beliefs with 
rational arguments. 
 
Of course, some philosophy is redundant, nonsensical, futile and trivial.  I only hope that what you 
have just heard is not included. 
Finally, I argued that despite the
efforts of the Post-modernists,
philosophy in general is not trivial.  It
plays a fundamental part in changing
our culture.  It does this by helping to
discover truth, and by helping us to
understand what we have discovered.
It offers us new ways to see the world,
but not in merely arbitrary or
capricious ways, because philosophy
also demands that we justify our
beliefs with rational arguments.   
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Some issues in Assessment in Art and Design 
or 





The purpose of this paper is to suggest some historical reasons as to the origins of the issues which 
beset the assessment by tutors of students’ work in art and design; and to give an indication of how, in 
the Faculty of Art and Design at BCUC, we have attempted to address these difficulties. 
 
I would like to begin however by sharing with you my personal experiences of assessment as a young, 
student actor in the early 1970s, at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art.  I remember in particular a 
class in mime.  Our tutor was a highly-intelligent woman of about 50, in black leotard, with severe, 
remarkably blonde hair, who required us to use our imaginations, and move.  For several weeks, for 
example, she asked us to assume the characteristics of an animal of our choice.  Thus, my friend 
Annie had spent the time grazing, in a manner she hoped would signify cow; Nancy enthusiastically 
did her squirrel, everywhere; while Peter Woodward, son of the then prominent television and film 
actor Edward Woodward, hit on the brilliant idea of being a three-toed sloth.  Having pushed three 
chairs together, he curled up on them and dozed peacefully for the prescribed period.  I attempted a 
flamingo.  After some 30 minutes or so, our tutor, whose standards were so high, she thought Marcel 
Marceau vulgar, delivered what I am now clever enough to recognise as formative assessment: 
‘Mmm…’ she said, ‘Annie, you had it; Nancy, I think with work, you’ll get it; Peter! You definitely had it. 
I thought that was really very good. Ray…I’m afraid you really didn’t have it at all.’  And so it was.* 
 
 
Dr Ray Batchelor, Principal Lecturer in 
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Design and a Teaching & Learning Fellow, 
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College of Art in 1989 with an MA in Design 
History. He supported himself while there by 
writing and illustrating a book about making 
small, hot-air balloons and has since written 
Henry Ford: Mass Production, Modernism 
and Design. He is preparing a further book 
based on his recently-completed PhD 
Thesis: Why any thing can mean anything: 
evolution artefacts, meaning and design. 
Ray is currently planning with colleagues in 
the Faculty of Design to explore how 
academics can make better use of their un-
amplified, un-miked voices in the contexts of 
lectures and seminars. 
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I could mention other instances, which, at first hearing, might strike you as hopelessly subjective 
examples of ‘assessment’, and which you might think would be of little use to the over-anxious, poor, 
benighted, student actor I then was.  To put these practices into context: whatever may be the case 
today, then, RADA, unlike, say, a university, did not award qualifications of any kind.  True, there were 
prizes.  In 1975, I was duly awarded the George Bernard Shaw Prize for Shavian Acting, owing to my 
ability as the Earl of Warwick in St Joan to inflect long, complex prose as if I understood what it meant, 
and because of my gift, even then, to appear much older than I really am.  Fully to appreciate the 
magnitude of this personal triumph I must confess that there were usually some 21 students in each 
year; and that, conveniently, there were also some 21 prizes. Indeed, even if you stayed the entire 
course of just over two years (seven terms), took various roles in the final productions (I was a 
memorable ‘Harry the Horse’ in Guys and Dolls) there was no qualification, no graduation ceremony, 
no comforting RADA certificate headed with be-ribboned masks, one smiling, one sad, to prove to the 
world that you had done so.  And if you were foolish enough to inquire, why not, then you were told in 
no uncertain terms: no one would give a tu’ppenny damn what certificates you had, once you entered 
The Profession. When, in the real world, you walked into the light on stage and faced your audience, 
you either ‘had it’, or you didn’t.  And that was that. 
 
I bring these trivial details to your attention, not as a quaint footnote to my never-to-be-published, 
revelatory autobiography, but to remind you of something of the dilemmas facing anyone engaged in 
the educating and – if we may use the word in its best sense – training – of individuals destined, we 
hope, to pursue successful careers in creative professions.  Put crudely, how do you identify and 
measure ‘it’? Can ‘it’ be measured? Should the attempt even be made? Or is any pretence that it can 
be measured, simply so much manufactured window dressing, intended to distract higher 
management at institutions where art and design is taught from the fact of the Mystery, as well as 
placate those engaged in external audits of some variety or other? I will return to these questions after 
a brief reflection on where our particular disciplines have come from. 
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Fully to understand where we are now in the higher education of artists and designers, we need first to 
draw back, and put the field as a whole into a historical perspective.  To begin with, I must ask you to 
separate ‘art’ and ‘design’.  The phrase, ‘art and design’ which rolls so smoothly off the tongue, one 
would be forgiven for regarding it effectively as a single entity, is largely a construct of those on the 
outside of these fields, anxious to find a convenient label for them. It has the virtue of recognising that 
there are links between the two practices, in particular, that there are elements of ‘art’ in ‘design’.  
Convenient as the term may have become, it obscures the different traditions of each field.  And this is 
important, because teaching and learning in both stretches back a very long way indeed.  So too, does 
assessment, and these histories continue to inform current practice.  
 
In fine art, from at least the renaissance onwards, the method of teaching can be characterised as the 
atelier mode: a student works in the studio of a master, who periodically comments on, or criticises the 
work of the student.  For centuries (and with many varieties of practice), it was taken for granted that 
what was being ‘learnt’, might be successfully transferred through this process, and that  - 
significantly, from the perspective of our immediate concerns -  there seemed to those involved little 
need either to define or measure what was happening.  It was thought of as a valuable experience in 
itself, peculiarly natural to how it was thought art ‘worked’.  If we wanted to find modern words to 
describe this process, then it could, perhaps, be thought of as the transfer of tacit knowledge - tacit, in 
that this knowledge or understanding is not, and possibly cannot fully be expressed in words.  Even 
so, alongside the practice of art, as such, there grew up the disciplines of art criticism and art history.  
There has never been a shortage of those willing to speak about the ineffable. 
 
What, then, of art’s apparently more practical, workman-like, cousin, design? From the perspective of 
our Faculty, design is the more important discipline, in that most of our courses are geared towards 
the delivery of education in that field, rather than art.  Indeed, the balance of this paper will 
concentrate on design, partly for that reason, and partly, because it is the branch of our activities of 
which I have the most first-hand knowledge.  
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In the pre-industrial, medieval, European world, the crafts (that is, those professions then responsible 
for creating most of the material environment) were more or less governed by guilds.  Apprenticeships 
were strictly regulated and those who completed their apprenticeship might then be assessed by 
means of the production of a ‘Master Piece’, which, if judged of sufficient quality by the existing 
masters of the trade, became the means by which the apprentice too, became admitted to the guild as 
a master.  With the upheavals of the Industrial Revolution, in Britain especially, this system effectively 
disintegrated. Design ‘education’, to the extent that it existed at all, was normally an adjunct to a trade. 
Sometimes the necessary skills might still be learnt by apprenticeship – complete with a formal 
assessment – the ‘Master Piece’ - at the end.  Yet design in new industries and old, happened all the 
time, though such skills were often acquired as the side-effect of joining, pursuing and succeeding in a 
trade.  There was little which we would recognise as systematic, formal education, and assessment 
was usually the assessment of the marketplace.  
 
The practice of architecture offers a third, and interesting tradition.  In the Faculty, we do not teach 
architecture as such, but its close relations, interior design and landscape design (under the ‘Spatial 
Design’ umbrella) are taught and architecture inevitably features prominently in material considered in 
the Historical & Critical Studies dimension of our courses.  Like fine art, and unlike many areas of 
design, it depended on the patronage of the wealthy and powerful, and gave rise to an accompanying 
scholarship and body of critical literature.  The atelier mode pertained, and would-be architects were 
expected to attach themselves to successful practitioners in the field, and learn their craft (or art?) in 
that way.  Formal qualifications are an invention of the 20th century.  Before that, it was the judgement 
of peers and, ultimately the marketplace, which determined admittance to the profession. 
 
In the 19th century, insofar as design was concerned, especially the products pouring out of our 
manufactories, anxiety emerged about the effectiveness of the comparatively informal processes of 
preparation for practice, insofar as they delivered designers capable of creating designs which worked 
in the international marketplace.   
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This was most especially felt in the aftermath of the Great Exhibition of 1851 and it led to the founding 
of a variety of more formal educational institutions, geared towards teaching design, including the 
antecedent of today’s Royal College of Art.  Whatever loftier ideals may have been pedalled to 
accompany and justify this process of the formalisation of design education, ultimately, it was the 
desire for design successfully to support the trade interests of an imperial, merchantile nation which 
sustained this change. The history of our own institution is typical: The high-sounding School of 
Science & Art, founded in High Wycombe in 1893 was actually seen from the first as an adjunct to the 
furniture trade and the institution’s success, and the success of its students was measured in terms of 
the quality of the contributions made. Just as we are shortly, we hope, to assume the status of a 
university, it is as well to remind ourselves of this from time to time. 
 
The relationship between the two areas – art, and design - has not always been comfortable, with art, 
rightly or wrongly, seen by both those inside and outside, as the more elevated, and somehow ‘purer’ 
pursuit, whose value was, in part, demonstrated by its practical uselessness, and in more recent 
years, its obscurity or difficulty;  while, by contrast, design, however much creativity it might embody, 
was both distinguished and, to many demeaned by its utility, and terms such as the ‘applied arts’ or 
the ‘decorative arts’ made sure no one forgot this fine, but precious distinction.  Architecture stood 
somewhere in the middle, as the pursuit of more or less respectable gentlemen, at the service of a 
more or less educated elite.  The term design took a long time to assume its contemporary and still 
decidedly ambiguous usage, and the criticism of design, the construction of theories about its 
operation – the words accompanying the deeds -  emerged later than that of art or architecture. While 
much may be said to have pre-figured it, as a discipline, Design History, it has been argued, is 
creature of the 1970s. 
 
Design education thus had at least two competing models of practice which might be followed: that of 
the atelier; and that of the practices and demands of trade.  In fact, in the 20th century, as design 
education grew in extent, stature and confidence, elements of both came to be integrated.  Partly, 
perhaps, to signal some form of hoped-for equivalence, from art and architecture was taken the 
teaching practice of the atelier.  
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To this day, design students pursue their studies in a studio or, in a practice more redolent of the 
apprenticeship, if their discipline is craft-based, in a workshop, under the guidance of those skilled in 
their field.  In both cases, as with the Great Master, the fact that many of those supervising, advising 
and commenting in a design studio or workshop may have had, and may continue to have status as 
practitioners in these disciplines, only serves to lend credibility to their authority.  After the Second 
World War, under the auspices of the CNAA, the formal education of both artists, and more especially 
designers grew.  Reflecting their recent histories, many of these design disciplines had close links with 
the industries they served, and were justly proud of those ties.  
 
By the mid 1990s, the CNAA perished after more than a decade of anti-intellectual, anti-academic, 
inverted snobbery and suspicion.  With its demise, courses which had previously been content to be 
known simply as Diplomas in Art & Design, or Dip ADs, as they were affectionately known, became 
joined or supplanted by ONDs or HND qualifications, with many blossoming more or less easily into 
fully blown BA Honours degree courses.  And why not?  Were these disciplines not as valuable, as 
complex, as serious, as those with longer-established, academic credentials?  Certainly, I, and I think 
most of my colleagues in the field would argue that they are, and indeed, that this argument is now 
largely over.  
 
Art, and design are degree disciplines, with only architecture having the embargo of an additional 
professional qualification before practice can legally be entered into.  Partly to reinforce these 
academic credentials, critical and contextual elements of these design courses were added, or grew in 
significance, variously labelled ‘Contextual Studies’, ‘Complementary Studies’ (or even ‘Art History’ 
among those who had yet to learn that design had spawned its own theoretical doppelgänger), 
‘Historical & Theoretical Studies’, or, as here, ‘Historical and Critical Studies’ (HACS) was introduced.  
These required students not only to produce their creative work in the studio or workshop, but formally 
to reflect on their practice, and thereby generate those staples of conventional academic excellence, 
the essay, and often (however much more modest in size it might be, compared to its nominal 
counterparts in genuinely text-based disciplines), dissertations as well.  
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Despite some early mutual suspicions between practitioners and theoreticians, when done well, and 
well-integrated, these developments have proved of genuine worth to the students, as they 
themselves will assert, whenever any one takes the trouble to ask.#   However in the wider context, 
the differences between educational practices in art and design education, and those in these other, 
more traditionally ‘degree’ disciplines were not easily reconciled and it is some of these differences we 
are still in the process of working out now. 
 
Let me cite, by way of illustration, another personal experience of mine, this time from the early 1990s, 
as the novice Historical & Critical Studies member of a college course team for the Foundation Course 
in Art & Design. The Foundation Course was to be re-validated by the soon-to-expire CNAA. The 
paperwork had been duly submitted to the external validating panel.  A registrar, versed in the most 
recent, approved, assessment methodology, had, in consultation with some, but not all of the Course 
Team, inserted into it, a list of ostensible assessment criteria, by which, so the paperwork claimed, 
students’ studio work would be assessed, and grades bestowed.  Accordingly, the chair of the panel 
inquired of the Course Leader, how a ‘B’ grade might be arrived at.  The Course Leader, an able, 
intelligent and talented teacher of many years experience, in a tone which betrayed his judgement that 
this was a foolish question, immediately replied, ‘Oh, well. We just know!’  There was embarrassed 
laughter from the panel, some members of the Course Team and other college administrators in 
attendance.  This answer was true, and it was not foolish; but, in this context, it was the wrong answer. 
I caught sight of the registrar’s face. Obviously, the time had come to lie: ‘What Keith means,’ I piped 
up, ‘is that he and his studio team are all highly experienced.  When confronted with a piece of student 
work, they - almost intuitively - sense the sort of grade it might attract.  These recently-formulated 
criteria are, of course, invaluable to the Course Team, in that they are invariably referred to, in order to 
confirm that these judgements are both sound and rational.’  The Course Leader beamed at me, amid 
sighs all round.  Honour was satisfied, the course was approved, but the whole thing was rather 
shabby and unsatisfactory, and I think everyone recognised that fact. 
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Little did we realise then, the extent to which the whole of our working lives, including the practice of 
assessment, was to be driven by the quality of the paperwork which describes what we do. The 
regime of quality assurance introduced thereafter to assay the whole of the nation’s higher education - 
including Art & Design - was devised on the premise that the entire provision could be assessed using 
the same model.  If degree courses in, say, pharmacology and furniture design genuinely possessed 
some sort of broad, fundamental equivalence, then, inevitably, such a course of action, it was argued, 
was both logical and rigorous.  Colleagues will recall the mind-numbing debates which surrounded the 
concept of ‘degree-ness’, not that long ago (and still occasionally to be heard in some remoter 
corridors).  Meanwhile, the wholesale adoption of some version of semesters, and, still more, 
modularity across whole institutions seemed also, in the minds of both institutional managers, 
politicians, commentators and some academics, to signal both modernity and flexibility.  (I would draw 
your attention to Sally Brown’s common-sense attack on the former, and Trevor Hussey’s pithy 
comments about the shortcomings of the latter in the latest edition of Seminar, published by our own 
School of Continuing Professional Education, formerly QED).  
 
Of art and design in particular, there was always the suspicion from the outside – a suspicion which 
some us inside recognised, was very occasionally grounded in fact - that  custom and practice 
concealed all manner of sloppy, reprehensible thinking, that it allowed lecturers to avoid rigour, to 
avoid explaining or accounting for themselves either to their students, their peers, or the outside world; 
and, in the area of student assessment, it licensed them to deliver arbitrary, subjective judgements 
from on high.  In short, that vested interests wished to preserve the mystery and mumbo-jumbo for 
their own ends.  This obscurantism, or so it was argued, needed wholesale replacement by 
transparent mechanisms, expressed in the language of learning objectives and assessment criteria.   
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Perhaps, had such an apparently rigorous critique of assessment in creative disciplines been around 
20 years earlier, when I had comprehensively failed convincingly to simulate the movements, the 
spirit, the essence of a flamingo, and had my tutor articulated a fuller critique based on clearly-defined 
assessment criteria, my deeper understanding of the precise shortcomings of my performance might 
have led me to improve, to fly, indeed, and have thus opened up a glittering career as an imitator of 
any number of exotic wading birds?  
 
And then again, perhaps not.  
 
The evidence has been ambiguous. The picture of Teaching Learning and Assessment in Art and 
Design which emerged from the round of Specialist Subject Reviews was not wholly encouraging.  
Consider, for example, the comments which finally emerged in 2000, once our own Faculty had been 
subject to QAA scrutiny.  Under the criterion of Teaching Learning and Assessment, the Reviewers 
remarked: 
 
“Assessment is undertaken and documented at regular stages of the courses.  Overall, the range of 
methods is appropriate and includes tutorials, critiques, portfolio reviews and exhibitions.  Final 
awards draw heavily on portfolio review and final exhibitions.” 
 
So far, so good. Then, inevitably, the criticisms: 
 
“New assessment schemes are being introduced, but there remain a number of problems concerning 
the design and implementation of the current regime.  These reflect inconsistencies of practice and 
result, in part, from the lack of a coherent framework for relating marking schemes to criteria for 
assessment.  The assessment of some practical projects, for example in graphic design and textiles, 
has varied from the set criteria given to students.  While the evidence available to the reviewers did 
not materially affect final awards, such deviations are unhelpful to students' understanding of their 
achievements. 
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So, still some mismatch between paper criteria - critically, those given in student briefs, in this case - 
and practice.  A lack of overall coherence.  Not helping students as much as we should be.  As the 
round of reviews was coming to an end, the cumulative picture emerging from entries under Teaching, 
Learning and Assessment for Art & Design provision across the country was at best, mixed, not to 
say, confusing.  Panels regularly found and disapproved of a lack of agreement between Learning 
Outcomes and Assessment Criteria  and had occasion to remark on, as they saw it, ‘inconsistencies’ 
in assessment regimes. By contrast, they often approved of ‘consistency’ and, as in our own Faculty, 
praised ‘variety’ in modes of assessment.  A simple interpretation of this body of evidence would have 
suggested, at the very least, the proper aligning of Learning Outcomes and Assessment Criteria and 
that some work was needed, in order to achieve greater consistency and coherence.   
 
In our faculty, it was certainly the case that the written briefs we were providing our students with 
needed to tell them accurately how their work was to be assessed.  It might be imagined, as some did, 
that this would consist solely of ensuring that the assessment criteria were both real, precisely-defined 
and the only ones which would be used. Who could possibly argue with that?  
 
Yet further reflection suggested that this picture was not quite what it seemed, and that the remedies 
might be nowhere near as simple as this superficial analysis implied. To begin with, there were 
problems with the quality of the evidence from the review process. Different review panels meant 
different things by ‘inconsistency’.  For some, it implied an incoherence in the particular combinations 
of modes adopted; for others, that the regime was at variance with the panel’s understanding of the 
norms in the sector; while on some regrettable occasions, it meant only that the practices under 
scrutiny did not correspond with an individual Reviewer’s, or a Review Chair’s experiences – or 
prejudices.  
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Secondly, the reviews took place over a period of years.  During that time, as the preparations for our 
own Review vividly illustrated, the quality of evidence supplied to reviewers, not to mention the ‘spin’ 
institutions creatively put on that evidence, grew in sophistication, while at the same time, as my 
personal experience as a Subject Reviewer confirmed, reviewers themselves became progressively 
more adept at interpreting that evidence, as well developing norms in terms of language about how 
judgements might be delivered.  Thus, results from the beginning and the end of the process which 
seem to paint similar pictures cannot necessarily be thought to carry equal weight or significance,  
 
Lastly, the round of reviews took place, just as many, if not most institutions delivering Art & Design 
Education were convulsed in making the change from some of the traditions of the atelier mode of 
delivery, to the novel, unfamiliar – and as occasionally argued even now, as then - unhelpful modular 
edifice.  For many in art and design, even the concepts of Learning Outcomes and Assessment 
Criteria were not only new, they were an anathema.  In other words, the sector as a whole was 
measured during a period of profound upheaval. 
 
Bearing those caveats in mind, in the light of the round of Subject Reviews, what then were the real 
issues surrounding assessment in art and design?  And what indeed, are they now?  Which of them 
has been satisfactorily resolved?  And which continue to demand our attention?  I think it best to divide 
these issues into two linked, but separate kinds: issues of practice; and issues of the description of 
practice.  
 
For myself, issues of practice must ultimately be the more important, because it is the actual practice 
of assessment – the comments made, the marks given, the quality of the advice which accompanies 
them - which has both the most immediate and the most lasting effects on the students themselves. 
Yet I am obliged to begin with the paperwork, because, in the past, this has been the source of much 
grief. The dilemma has been this: by and large, the documentation associated with modular 
frameworks has been developed for disciplines in which convergent thinking is valued, that is, where 
logic leads to the correct answer.  
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And there are correct answers in some disciplines: no-one would thank the student pharmacist for 
being ‘creative’ in the dispensing of drugs (or at least, very few).  
 
By contrast, the successful practice of art and design requires divergent thinking, that is thinking which 
is creative and imaginative, where some of the outcomes – both in terms of designs proposed, the 
ideas they may embody and the incremental improvements in student understanding and ability -  may 
not be those foreseen at the outset.  (I would refer you in this particular to the work undertaken by 
Patrick Smith and Trevor Hussey regarding emergent learning outcomes).  These qualities of creativity 
and imagination are difficult, if not impossible to define in precise, unambiguous, linguistic terms. Yet 
they undoubtedly exist, and are universally recognised by all serious practitioners in the field – 
including lecturers, their students, and critically, those students’ potential employers. This is the tacit 
knowledge of the old, atelier model, as well as much – though not all - of the apparent ‘mumbo jumbo’, 
or the ‘it’ of my flightless flamingo.  Whatever structures we adopt for whatever reasons, both now and 
in the future, this un-simple fact has to be acknowledged. 
 
For a while, it looked as if those charged with generating paperwork in relation to art and design 
education would acknowledge this fact by cravenly eliminating supposedly slippery words like 
‘creativity’ or ‘imagination’ from their documentation, precisely because of these difficulties of 
explaining what such terms might mean.  In our Faculty, we took a different view, a view now more 
widely accepted.  In the aftermath of our Subject Review, we set about the wholesale revalidation of 
our undergraduate provision.  We adopted what we believe to be a reasonably clear-cut model of 
formative and summative assessment, whereby formative assessment is the feedback students 
receive, primarily with the intention that it will enable them to develop, and is, therefore, as likely to 
comment on what students might do differently in the future, as it is on the actual work submitted; with 
summative assessment, by contrast, giving students and, eventually, potential employers some guide 
as to a student’s interim levels of competence and achievement.  Determined not to be saddled with 
inadequate or perfunctory paperwork, or documentation, we did feel we owned it, using the Learning 
Outcomes Game (then known as The Toolbox) as a starting point.   
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We engaged in several protracted, and sometimes heated debates about the language which should 
be used for such things as Level Descriptors, Learning Outcomes and Assessment Criteria.  As noted, 
the Toolbox was used to kick proceedings off, but, critically, in the final texts, the ‘slippery terms’ figure 
prominently.  
 
Everyone recognises that the paperwork exists for two main purposes: for the purposes of internal 
reference for lecturing and administrative staff, as well as for students; and for the purposes of 
external audit, on which, partly, both an institution’s reputation, and funding may critically depend.  It is 
not a slight matter. Yet everyone should be alive to its limitations. Put simply, care needs to taken that 
good assessment practice and a sound appreciation of that practice should generate correspondingly, 
high-quality paperwork, and not, as has been the case in some instances where plausible, but ill-
considered paperwork is either at odds with what is actually done, or serves to thwart, rather than 
support it.   
 
In art and design, however good the paperwork may be – and it must be good - it alone, cannot wholly 
define the learning experience.  In particular, one way or another, it must and should refer to tacit 
knowledge or creation, or imagination, even if it cannot, and indeed, should not attempt to pin it down.  
And yet, given the central role of these vital intangibles in the successful practice of art and design, the 
paperwork should be able to define accurately, the processes by which the successful transference of 
tacit knowledge and the fostering of genuine, valuable creativity might occur. 
 
So much for the paperwork. What of actual practice of assessment?  
 
It may be convenient to begin with the assessment of elements closely linked to creativity, but not the 
Thing Itself, because these germane activities are, perhaps, the more easily susceptible to transparent 
assessment.  On the practical side, a student may develop facilities to use tools or machinery; may 
create drawings, models or computer renditions of sufficient clarity or precision, that others will 
understand them; may create artefacts which, whatever else they may embody, are themselves 
evidence that these skills have been successfully acquired.  
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At the theoretical level, the more or less conventional academic skills of research, analysis and 
communication are regularly measured and commented on.  Whilst acknowledging recent general 
caveats about the appropriateness of written assignments in general, there is little here to excite 
controversy. 
 
What then, of the modes of assessment?  
 
Because of the variety of demands which will be made on art and design practitioners, it is important 
to ensure that an appropriate, and collectively, coherent mix of assessment modes is employed.  They 
range from models taken from more mainstream academic practice, to modes that may replicate or 
mimic the world of practice.  These will range from traditional, tutorials, where, informally, teaching, 
learning and assessment can readily occur; to, at the other extreme, formal examination by portfolio 
by presentation and by exhibition – all techniques used in practice for the securing of employment, or 
a client’s contract.   
 
For the most part, I think we are confident both that practice and paperwork broadly correspond; that 
practice now is not inhibited by its abstract description in documentation; and that that documentation 
can credibly be shown to the outside world without shame.  In the meantime, we reflect and develop.  
The situation is dynamic, not static: the circumstances of our Faculty, of the institution, of the wider art 
and design education sector as a whole, plus, inevitably, any novel methods of review and quality 
assurance which emerge, not to mention the practices, culture and technologies of the art and design 
industries themselves, nor the society those industries serve  – all these factors are subject to change. 
 
What we have in the Faculty of Design currently is, we believe, good and defensible, but no solution 
can be expected to last for all time.  In the coming years, the extent to which art and design students 
are recruited from non-conventional backgrounds is likely to increase.  Will they have either the skills 
or outlook, fully to benefit from the teaching, learning, and – inevitably – assessment practices as we 
now deliver them?  It may be that, once again, things will need to be changed. 
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In conclusion, in devising effective teaching, learning and assessment strategies, self-evidently, those 
which encourage and enable students to realise their potential both while they are with us, and 
thereafter need to be favoured. The only solid foundation for effective assessment is a clear, shared 
understanding of what is being asked for between student and tutor.  In part, this will be defined in the 
paperwork, imparted by good quality printed briefs and effective briefing; inevitably, the quality of staff 
is also a factor, and I am sucking up to no-one when I say, that, on the whole, in the Faculty of Design, 
I thin k we have very good quality staff indeed. But ultimately this understanding only becomes shared 
and appreciated by the students’ repeated, sustained immersion in the culture of the discipline, and it 
is here that some of these vital, if fugitive, tacit understandings are likely – still - to be transferred. 
Assessment of this tacit knowledge will, as for centuries past, continue to be made, not only by tutors, 
but the employers who subsequently select our students for employment.  It is greatly to be 
celebrated, that a sector which, in some cases, momentarily, lost both its way and its confidence in the 
value of what it really did, has, having rightly been challenged, become more effective at precisely 
articulating what it sets out to do, to itself, to its students and the world at large. 
 
I have taken time to sketch in some history to the present state of affairs for two reasons: this history 
helps both to account for some of our recent and present difficulties; and I would further suggest it can 
help us in arriving at appropriate strategies for assessment now, and in the future.  Above all, I would 
argue, it serves to remind us that, in a manner analogous to, but not identical with the profession of 
acting, those who engage in the practice of art and design perform; and it is still those to whom one 
performs – the audience in the theatre, the client companies who pay you, your peers and, of course, 
the public who will ultimately assess your professional worth.  
 
In preparation for that, we have a vital role in setting assessment up, such that we can deliver to 
students assessment and criticism which is constructive, intelligible and, above all, meaningful.  And 
yet, with half an eye watching out for those hiding behind the mystery and the mumbo-jumbo, we must 
not be afraid to deal in intangibles.  
The only solid foundation for
effective assessment is a clear,
shared understanding of what
is being asked for between





appreciated by the students’
repeated, sustained immersion
in the culture of the discipline,
and it is here that some of
these vital, if fugitive, tacit
understandings are likely – still
- to be transferred. 
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The truth about my failure as a flamingo, is that, actually, our tutor gave us valuable and accurate 
feedback on our performances.  She knew, and everyone in that green-linoed dance studio knew what 
‘it’ was.  It was already a shared understanding.  We recognised it when it was there and felt the 
shivers up and down our spines when it was there in abundance - and as the Fool in Twelfth Night, 
even I had ‘it’, in abundance, as it turned out.  In such circumstances, her terse, formative assessment 




1. I have since learned that an actor/former actor has recounted his experiences at RADA some 
years later and that these have been broadcast recently on BBC Radio Four.  He describes a 
similar class – with, I am told, a similar outcome, save that the sloth on this occasion was the then, 
unknown, Timothy Spall.  I can only conclude either, that the tale of the Woodward sloth ‘did the 
rounds’; or that such a creative and comfortable solution might suggest itself to any number of 
imaginative individuals, given the circumstances. 
 
* I have since learned that an actor/former actor has recounted his experiences at RADA some years 
later, and that these have recently been broadcast on BBC Radio 4. He describes a similar class – 
with, I am told, a similar outcome, save that the sloth on this occasion was the then, unknown Timothy 
Spall. I can only conclude either, that the tale of the Woodward sloth ‘did the rounds’; or that such a 
creative and comfortable solution might suggest itself to any number of creative individuals, given the 
circumstances. 
 
# In our own Faculty in 2000-2001, a survey of post-graduate students – that is students with some 
distance from their educational experiences with us, and some experience of the demands of practice 
in the outside world was carried out as part of a revalidation process  (referred to later in this paper).  
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The purpose of the post-graduate questionnaire was to identify the views of students who had passed 
through the, then, existing HACS arrangements as to their strengths and weaknesses. Slightly more 
than 300 questionnaires were sent out to the last graduating cohort; of those, 57 were returned in time 
to be collated and analysed. 
 
Key findings included: 
 
Most (72%) thought HACS contributed positively to their courses as a whole 
Most (54%; 12% ‘not sure’) did not think HACS sufficiently closely linked to Chief Study 
Most (67%) did not think they had been sufficiently prepared for writing their Dissertations 
Most (72%) did not favour moving the Dissertation submission date from February to Christmas 
Most (59%) did not think it should be requirement that the Dissertation should be linked to the Chief 
Study 
 
Asked if they would liked more, less or the same amount of HACS work on their courses at each level, 
majorities at each level suggested the same, significant minorities indicated an increase would have 
been welcome, while only a handful felt there should be less. 
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Research has shown that good teaching practices can do more to counter student apathy than special 
efforts to attack motivation directly (Davis, 1992).  The research reported here outlines an action 
research project which attempted to incorporate this view in an intervention designed to improve a 
student’s experience at university.  Lecturers’ observations can lead to premature and fixed 
conclusions about students, describing some as lazy, or apathetic, whereas others are considered to 
be enthusiastic.  What is clear however is that students need teachers to inspire, challenge and 
stimulate them:  
 
“Effective learning in the classroom depends on the teacher’s ability to maintain the interest that 
brought students to the course in the first place.”  (Ericksen, 1978: 3).   
 
It is possible that the level of motivation a student has brought to the classroom may be transformed, 
for better or worse, by what happens in the classroom.  Motivating students has no simple solution 
since no single factor may be successful; instead a combination of factors may affect a student’s 
motivation to work and learn (Bligh, 1971; Sass, 1989).   
 
The ways in which lecturers conduct their modules and monitor student motivation vary extensively.  
Some may perceive their modules to be unpopular, that many of their students lack enthusiasm and 
that changes would have little effect; others make amendments to their modules following student 
feedback, whilst others consider that matters of motivation are the sole responsibility of the students.  
There appears to be no prescribed criteria for monitoring apathetic students who consistently perform 
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Some members of staff look for correlations between performance and attendance and other factors, 
whilst others accept that there may be no clear explanations for these problems and indeed little they 
can do to alleviate them.        
Current Practice. 
 
Currently the department in which I work has a number of strategies in place to monitor factors related 
to student progress, including records of attendance, submissions and grades.   It can be argued that 
a student who attends regularly and contributes to sessions is more likely to have a good 
understanding of the material and as a consequence will perform well in the assessment.  In such 
cases it might be suggested that a particular student demonstrates a high level of motivation, in 
comparison to a student who cannot get out of bed in the morning and spends little, if any time, 
preparing for lectures and seminars.  The absence of motivation assumed of this latter student may 
account for why they are unable to contribute to discussions, leave assessment preparation until the 
last minute, invest minimal effort in assessment tasks and consequently achieve disappointing grades. 
 
These scenarios represent familiar patterns of behaviour and engagement evident in many faculties 
and institutions.  This article considers such differences in student motivation. 
 
Although it has been noted that attendance, submissions and grades are good indicators of a 
student’s progress, they may also be suggestive of a student’s level of motivation.  Universities 
encourage students to engage in their courses from the onset.  At Level One they are allocated an 
Academic Tutor whose role is to help them settle into university and provide a range of useful 
information from academic to personal advice.   
 
One of the main roles of the Academic Tutor is to encourage students to attend lectures and seminars 
so that they keep up-to-date with the material, encouraging them to submit coursework on time and 
providing advice on study skills and exam preparation.   
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Module leaders support these aspects by monitoring students’ progress and by observing their 
behaviour during their sessions.  However it can be argued that not all students are motivated by the 
same values, needs, desires, or wants, for example, some students are motivated by the approval of 
others whilst are motivated by overcoming challenges (Race et al., 2000).   
    
Student motivation and apathy appear to be influenced by a number of factors. 
 
• Interest in subject matter 
• Perception of its usefulness 
• General desire to achieve 
• Self-confidence and self-esteem 
• Patience and persistence 
 
These factors are by no means comprehensive, but provide a starting point from which an 
investigation of the student’s engagement with subject material can be conducted.  For example, their 
interest in the subject matter should be evident by the fact that they have selected to continue in 
education on a specific course, although one can appreciate that certain elements may not be popular 
or found difficult.  Whilst students that fall into this category are of interest, more specifically, concern 
surrounds those students who are consistently disinterested and demonstrate similar patterns in all 
modules, e.g., poor attendance, late submission, lack of preparation, etc.  
 
The nature of student culture is in a state of flux as a result of a range of external pressures, e.g., 
tuition fees, working part-time, child-care etc.  Under such circumstances it is not unreasonable to 
suggest that students are becoming more and more strategic in their learning and as a result want to 
know from the outset, “Will it be on the exam? and “How is this module assessed?”  It is possible that 
some of students opt to engage in paid work rather than attend sessions that may be deemed to 
appear to contribute little to their understanding.  If students perceive the sessions as useless they 
simply avoid them.   
Concern surrounds those students
who are consistently disinterested and
demonstrate similar patterns in all
modules, e.g., poor attendance, late
submission, lack of preparation, etc.  
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An interesting situation that occurs from time to time is when a student is perceived as unmotivated 
due to their poor attendance, yet manages to attain a high grade in the assessment despite not 
following the programme of study set by the institution.  This situation calls into question the 
assumption that non-attendance is related to non-performance, consequently factors such as 
individual differences should also be considered. 
 
A student’s desire to achieve can be a powerful motivational factor.  Some students have clear ideas 
of what they want to do after their course and are motivated for this reason.  Others may have enrolled 
on the course because they were pressured by parents, or perhaps because they didn’t want to enter 
employment.  It can be tentatively argued that a student’s rationale for joining a course may be 
indicative of their desire for success on it.  It could also be the case that some have a high desire for 
success and constantly strive for improvement no matter what the consequences are, whereas others 
appear to be put off after a few disappointments.   
 
Individual differences clearly act as a determinant of motivation, along with individual notions of self-
confidence and self-esteem.  Clearly there may be an element self-fulfilment where a student is 
confident that they are going to achieve good grades as they have done so in the past, teaching staff 
may encourage them by telling them they are capable of doing well and consequently their self-
esteem will be enhanced along with their level of motivation.  In contrast, another student may have 
little confidence, low self-esteem as a result of their previous performances and may give up, lacking 
the motivation to continue.  It is at this point that patience and persistence play a significant role. 
 
These factors are interrelated in that student’ levels of patience and persistence may be associated 
with their motives for having joined the course. A student in this situation, for example, would be more 
motivated if they had to pass the course to secure employment compared to a student who embarked 
on the course as a last resort, not wanting to do anything else.  If improvements can be made to 
increase motivation, whether it is by restructuring a module, there may be potential enhancements in 
students’ achievements.  
It can be tentatively argued that a 
student’s rationale for joining a course 
may be indicative of their desire for 
success on it. 
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A timely intervention may encourage attendance, engagement with material, preparation for, and 
contributions to sessions, along with increased quality of outcomes.  Student and lecturer 




In the intervention on which this account was based attendance was a concern for a small number of 
students who failed to surface at all, or who had showed up in Week One and failed to return by Week 
Four.  Although attendance at lectures was good, it was difficult to account for the reasons why some 
students were present and others continually absent.   
 





2 3.4 3.4 3.4
2 3.4 3.4 6.8
9 15.3 15.3 22.0
10 16.9 16.9 39.0
9 15.3 15.3 54.2
14 23.7 23.7 78.0











Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
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Figure One:  Attendance on Social Psychology Module Measured at Week Six. 
 





The Intervention Design. 
 
Ideas were elicited from student and lecturer questionnaires to increase levels of student motivation.  





 Have students participate  
 Teach inductively  
 Satisfy students’ needs 
































1. Explain.  Why students are studying a particular topic and how it relates to the previous topic to 
enable students to identify the context.  Students need to be aware of the precise assessment 
requirements or seminar activities so that they can not only complete them, but also develop their 
levels of understanding.  
 
2. Reward.  Lecturers suggested that extrinsic motivators in the form of rewards might facilitate a 
student motivation to learn.  Extrinsic motivators such as verbal rewards, or good grades can 
encourage a student to sustain good performances and over a period of time can engender 
intrinsic motivation when they gain recognition for accomplishing targets and tasks.   
 
3. Care.  Students appreciate lecturers to knowing their names and acknowledging their attendance 
by taking registers.  It can be assumed that students respond with interest and motivation to 
lecturers who appear to be caring (Harris, 1991).  
  
4. Have students participate.  Lecturers suggested that a crucial factor of motivation is active student 
participation, encouraging students to take responsibility for their own learning by involving them in 
activities, such as problem solving, debates, discussions, case studies, research projects and so 
forth.   
 
5. Teach inductively.  Students indicated that they like to discover for themselves conclusions and 
meanings rather than being told them, although some argued that they wanted all the information 
so that they have little to do other than learn it.  It is generally accepted that students who make 
sense of the material themselves process it at a deeper level allowing them to apply their 
knowledge more effectively.   
 
6. Satisfy students’ needs.  Students indicated that they enjoyed seminars best when there are a 
number of activities to complete.  A main concern was that lecturers’ main method of teaching a 
seminar was by analysing journal articles, some which were discussed in small groups and others 
as a class.  
  




7. Make learning visual.  Lectures and seminars should be made more interesting incorporating 
student interaction.  Although it is recognised that it is not always practical to introduce visual 
images in lectures such as video-clips that students indicate in their responses to prefer, other 
types of images can be used such as diagrams, drawings, charts, graphs, pictures, 3D objects, 
bulleted lists and videos can be reserved for seminars if appropriate.  Lectures can involve 
brainstorming sessions at the end prior to summing up the topic so that students can be clear 
about what they have understood and learnt and what they need to go over again.    
 
A fundamental motivational factor appears to be energetic teaching, in which teachers demonstrate 
enthusiasm for their subject along a genuine pleasure in teaching, creating situations in which their 
enthusiasm and commitment are conveyed to the students with the consequence they too became 
more interested in the modules.   
 
Implementing the Intervention. 
 
The intervention took place during weeks Seven to Twelve.   
 
1. Explain.  Students shared their ideas of how they would approach a task, what they might look at 
and where they would gather information. 
 
2. Reward.  Whilst making positive comments on students’ contributions was easy, it was much more 
difficult to encourage passive participants to contribute to class discussions, by presenting an 
argument, outlining their view or indeed making any contribution in some cases.  A possible 
explanation may be that some students lacked confidence or felt shy about speaking in front of 
others, whereas others may have had little idea due to lack of preparation.  What was interesting 
was that in some groups students appeared to assume specific roles within groups, for example, 
leaders/dominators, causal contributors and passive non-contributors.   
A fundamental motivational factor
appears to be energetic teaching, in
which teachers demonstrate
enthusiasm for their subject along a
genuine pleasure in teaching, creating
situations in which their enthusiasm
and commitment are conveyed to the
students with the consequence they
too became more interested in the
modules. 




3. Care.  Following the intervention the number of students making tutorial appointments increased 
from 5% to 25%.  There may be several reasons why this increase occurred, perhaps most likely 
because as time passed students had considered their assignments in more detail and were able 
to summon up the confidence to seek guidance.  
 
4. Have students participate.  The intervention was based on the idea that students benefit most 
when they are actively involved in their learning.  Some of the ways in which student participation 
was encouraged was through self-directed learning, small-group work and debates.  Students 
reportedly enjoyed debates as they were believed to be more interesting, informative and 
sometimes even humorous.  One of the most successful ways of getting all the students to 
contribute to the session was by getting them into small groups where each was assigned a task, 
the tasks being shared equally among the group members.  For example, one would conduct a 
literature review, another would collect data and yet another would evaluate and draw conclusions.  
It may be argued that students would be even more forthcoming if class contributions were 
included in the assessment regime by means of presentations, ideas put forward in sessions, etc.   
 
5. Teach inductively.  The intervention involved exercises designed to stimulate students’ evaluative 
skills so that they had to think in detail about what they had learnt and make sense of it.  A wide 
range of activities was used to increase student evaluation, for example, role-play, case studies, 
multiple-choice, small research projects, etc.  Students reported that they found it more difficult to 
apply what they had learned when they had carried out little preparation.  Some suggested that 
they preferred this method as it gave them the opportunity to explore their ideas and check they 
had understood the main concepts.   
 
6. Satisfy students’ needs.  Students reported that they felt enthusiastic about self-directed learning.   




7.  Make learning visual.  The intervention project incorporated visual aids such as diagrams, 
drawings, charts, graphs, pictures, 3D objects, bulleted lists and videos in seminars and lecturers.  
Students acknowledged that they enjoyed the visual support and felt that these enabled them to 
access some of the more difficult concepts.  The brainstorming session at the end of each session 
was welcomed by the majority of students as they felt that they had learned something since they 
were able to talk about a theory, a study, etc.    
 
Evaluating the Effectiveness of the Implementation. 
 
In contrast to the data collected prior to the intervention for Weeks One to Six for student attendance 
in seminars, it can be tentatively reported that overall attendance appeared to improve during weeks 
Seven to Twelve, as shown in Table Two and Figure Two. 
 




4 6.8 6.8 6.8
25 42.4 42.4 49.2
21 35.6 35.6 84.7








Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
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Figure Two:  Attendance on Social Psychology Module Measured at Week 12 
 
 
Outcomes of the Action Research Project. 
 
It is difficult to evaluate the impact of this action research intervention which focussed on several 
factors:  explanation, reward, care, student participation, teaching methods, satisfying students’ needs 
and making learning visual.  It appears that no single factor can influence and inspire a student since 
motivation is complex.  Although observations and comments have been made relating to the teaching 
of the module, it is not a straightforward case where cause and effect can be readily established.  
Instead associations between factors can be made for example; tutor enthusiasm may encourage 
student interest.  One aspect that should not be overlooked is that of individual differences in students’ 
learning styles, personalities, and motives for being on the course etc., which complicate further the 
task of evaluation. 










It appears that no single factor can
influence and inspire a student since
motivation is complex.  Although
observations and comments have
been made relating to the teaching of
the module, it is not a straightforward
case where cause and effect can be
readily established.   
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Impact on literature 
 
Student approaches to study have been outlined as deep, surface, strategic and apathetic (Brown, 
Armstrong & Thompson, 1998).  Solomonides (1996) conducted research into student approaches to 
study focussing on approaches to learning.  A five-point Likert scale was used to assess 
agreement/disagreement with learning approaches.  An intervention was introduced which involved 
“learning to learn” workshops, however it was reported that the intervention failed to promote the 
preferred deep approach and that this did not affect student motivation.  Prior to the intervention, 
students were discovered to have a deteriorating level of motivation.  It was recognized that students 
involved in the intervention had a pattern of deteriorating motivations and approaches.  
  
This finding suggested that perhaps the course content and demands had a greater influence on the 
approach of students than did the intervention.  Solomonides (1996) concluded that more co-
ordinated, coherent and diverse actions for changing course demands are needed before 
improvements in student motivation and approaches can be observed.  Support for these conclusions 
can be been found in previous research investigations (Meyer et al., 1994; Norton & Crowley, 1995; 
Ramsden et al., 1986).   There were some gains from the intervention in that some individuals 
reported that they felt more capable of identifying the relationships with the course as a consequence 
of the workshops.   
 
There are scales that have been specifically developed to monitor students’ approaches to learning;   
the Revised Approach to Study Inventory (RASI), (Entwistle & Tait, 1993), and Approaches and Study 
Skills Inventory for Students (Tait, 1996).   Scales such as these outline the relationships between 
approaches and motivations.  The project outlined here is in line with Biggs (1993) and Solomonides 
(1996) perspectives that have emphasised the necessity for tutors to research their own practice and 
examine any direct effects or indirect effects that interventions may have on student motivation.  The 
present research supports these findings regarding the difficulty of bringing about changes in students’ 
motivation and intentions by group level interaction.   
The project outlined here is in line
with Biggs (1993) and Solomonides
(1996) perspectives that have
emphasised the necessity for tutors to
research their own practice and
examine any direct effects or indirect
effects that interventions may have on
student motivation. 
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There were two main benefits evident from this research project, firstly, determining how students 
might be encouraged to reflect on their experience of learning in support of a developed approach to 
study and related motivation, and secondly, by identifying factors that were previously assumed or 
even misconceived.  Some of the individual differences in students’ levels of motivation may be 
accounted for by using Maslow’s (1970) hierarchy.   
 
In Maslow’s hierarchy individuals are expected to satisfy the four levels of needs; physiological, safety, 
love and self-esteem, whereas self-actualisation is not always achieved.  Self-actualisation is 
dependent on self-realisation that is growth-motivated, rather than deficiency-motivated and takes 
many forms, which are dependent on an individual’s perceived belief about his or her competences.  
Everyone, however does not reach this level.  Child (1981) argued that there are two sources of 
satisfaction, extrinsic motivation and intrinsic motivation.  Extrinsic motivators are related to incentives, 
whereas intrinsic motivators are associated with curiosity, exploration and manipulation.   
 
It is suggested that students undertake a considerable amount of manoeuvring when they embark on 
a degree course, (Fung, 1995; Hales, 1991; McVey et al., 1996).  Castles (2004) outlined a number of 
different decisions students make related to finance, reorganisation of the home, employment, 
negotiation with family members, curtailment of social activities and commitment to the course.  It is 
possible that there may be many factors which motivate some learners and discourage others, for 
example, lack of support from close family members may lead to withdrawal; on the other hand, it may 
actually motivate the adult learner to try harder.  Self-confidence may be an important characteristic 
for motivation and persistence in learners as evidenced by (Gibson, 1991; McVey, et al., 1996; Peters, 
1992) for example, if an adult is motivated to study, but is lacking the confidence, they may well find 
continuing to study difficult. 
 
It is suggested that students
undertake a considerable amount of
manoeuvring when they embark on a
degree course 
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Based on the educational research literature relating to student performance and characteristics such 
as motivation (Dillion and Blanchard, 1991; Kember 1995; McVey et al, 1996), it was possible to 
identify certain characteristics of individuals who are more likely to be motivated to learn.  These 
enthusiastic students are likely to take responsibility for their learning, believe they can control their 
lives, have a positive attitude towards the course of study, feel deeply involved in, or committed to the 
activities, anticipate change as an exciting challenge to further development, believe course 
assessments are meaningful and explicable, and finally, believe that they have the resources to face 
the demands of the programme (Castles, 2004).   
 
This is not an exhaustive catalogue of factors, however it contributes to our understanding of individual 
differences in levels of motivation experienced by students in this project.  Indeed, it may be the case 
that a number of these characteristics occur simultaneously and enhance motivation.  My observations 
in conjunction with the student comments provide support for the intervention project confirming a 
number of these characteristics.  For instance, assuming personal responsibility for learning, feeling 
involved in sessions where they are invited to participate and having a more positive approach to 
change such as using Blackboard, students realised that its use was designed to complement 
teaching and learning, rather than replace it.  In addition to motivational factors others have been 
identified by Castels (2004) as contributing to student persistence on a course.  Some of these may be 
considered as more important than others.  They are:  
 
• commitment to life activities 
• a strategic approach to learning 
• internal locus of control 
• motivation and need to persist with learning 
• positive life management 
• reflective personality (sense of coherence) 
• hardiness, optimism, self-confidence 
• organisational ability such as time management, 
• positive attitudes to challenges and change  
• a willingness to commit to long-term goals 
 
it was possible to identify certain
characteristics of individuals who are
more likely to be motivated to learn.
These enthusiastic students are likely
to take responsibility for their learning,
believe they can control their lives,
have a positive attitude towards the
course of study, feel deeply involved
in, or committed to the activities,
anticipate change as an exciting
challenge to further development,
believe course assessments are
meaningful and explicable, and finally,
believe that they have the resources
to face the demands of the
programme (Castles, 2004). 
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A number of these factors however would be difficult to measure; in addition, some of these factors 
may be interrelated or dependent on other aspects.   
 
Problems and limitations 
 
The paradox between successful intervention programmes at the individual level and failure of the 
intervention at group level has been reported in a number of instances (Meyer et al., 1994) and may 
offer an explanation for some of the findings presented in this project.  Arguably the most prominent 
concern with assessing student motivation in this way, by the use of interviews, questionnaires and 
observations, is that the unmotivated students were possibly those who failed to attend 
lectures/seminars, interviews and questionnaires.  Researchers are presented with a problem of 
reaching their target audience, such as the unmotivated students, to understand why they are lacking 
in enthusiasm.   
  
Suggestions for future research 
 
It appears that it may be beneficial for institutions to identify and support students considered to be at 
risk of failing.  Gibbs (1981) suggested that there had been little research into how group level 
interventions might help identify students at risk who can be engaged at the individual level.  Future 
research should expand on some of the intervention ideas by focussing on changing students’ 
learning behaviours based at individual and small group level, rather than large cohorts.   
 
With the advent of new teaching and learning technologies, changes are now necessary if institutions 
are to remain competitive (Armstrong et al., 1997).  Some students enthusiastically accept the types of 
change in teaching methods, whereas others are more sceptical.  Future intervention research should 
incorporate some of the new technologies that may provide effective support for teaching and learning 
activities.  A significant amount of planning will need to be invested, especially if motivating learning 
experiences are to be the net result of the time and effort invested.   
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More research into the ways in which students learn is needed. Entwistle (1996) found that learning 
materials need to be seen to be relevant by adult students and, rather than merely disseminating 
information, that they should be produced in problem solving formats that require learners to use their 
own experience to help them learn.  Thus students’ persistence and motivation can be studied in the 
next stage of the project by examining individual’s early educational experiences in education and 
encouraging them to adopt strategic approaches to learning which involve working towards 
assessment and reflective study.  Recommendations in the ways lecturers and university’s can help 
and support students might be: 
 
• following up students who fail to submit assignments 
• not waiting for students to contact tutors, but continually monitoring progress 
• having advisers trained to counsel students at a personal level, and 




“Some days I feel very motivated and enjoy the seminar sessions, whereas other days I find it 
difficult to concentrate and I find myself staring out the window day-dreaming.  There are many 
external factors that may explain my disinterest for example, family concerns, financial worries 
which take precedence over other aspects of my life including my study” 
Male undergraduate student 
 
It was not expected that a comprehensive and inclusive list of factors related to student motivation 
would emerge from this action research project.  Instead a number of issues have been addressed.   
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One of the most important findings was related to individual differences in students’ personalities 
which affected the way they responded in class.  As the quotation above suggests, as lecturers we 
may interpret these behaviours as evidence for low motivation and laziness, however it can be 
concluded that there are often hidden explanations as to why a student is behaving in a certain 
manner.  
 
It can be argued that students’ approaches to learning are not stable, like personality traits, but instead 
are dynamic and likely to be modifiable under the influence of the educational environment (Fox et al., 
2001; Zeegers, 2001).  It is suggested that by measuring students’ approaches one can identify the 
nature of their learning style.  Prosser and Milliar (1989) and Gibbs (1993) have both identified how 
students adopt a deep approach during learning and a surface approach for exams.  Educational 
researchers have argued that systematically to improve the quality of learning through student 
motivation it is necessary to understand the process of learning.  Models such as the RASI may 
provide a useful framework to increase our understanding of how individuals learn.    
 
It is acknowledged that the teacher is only one part of a student’s learning experience and that there 
are other factors that may arise during the course of study, which could influence the learner;  these 
may be factors related to the individual, such as motivation, or ability to organise their lives and the 
ways in which they manage their studies, as well as the student’s attitude, motivation and qualities 
such as persistence, hardiness, coping ability, and methods of study.   
 
 
It can be argued that students’
approaches to learning are not
stable, like personality traits,
but instead are dynamic and
likely to be modifiable under the
influence of the educational
environment. 
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In this article I explore the relationship between experiential learning and citizenship education.  I 
argue that a meaningful citizenship education must involve a sophisticated understanding and 
application of the principles of experiential learning.   In so doing, I draw on the evaluation of a Level 
Three social science module ‘Teaching Citizenship’ delivered at BCUC.  This module involved 
undergraduate students going into secondary schools and contributing to the delivery of the 
citizenship curriculum.  I propose that the successes of the module did not only stem from providing 
students with a unique experience outside of the seminar room, but also from the incorporation of 
these ‘events’ into a rounded learning experience. 
 
The context of citizenship education 
 
 has been an ongoing matter of academic and political debate in the U.K. since the 1970s (Crick & 
Porter 1978; Wringe 1992; Lawton et al 2000; Osler & Vincent 2002; Lockyer et al 2003; Gifford 2004).  
This debate culminated in the setting up of the Advisory Group under the Chairmanship of Bernard 
Crick and the publication and implementation of its final report on the Teaching of Democracy in 
Schools.  The publication of the Crick Report on Education for Citizenship and Teaching of Democracy 
in Schools (QCA, 1998) is influencing the development across the UK from primary level to higher 
education.   
 
The Crick Report identifies three elements of citizenship learning (QCA 1998: 12-13). The first element 
emphasises learning self-confidence and socially and morally responsible behaviour. The second 
element is concerned with community involvement in which pupils are expected to learn about and 
become helpfully involved in communities.   
 
I have worked in H.E for about 10 
years, but also have experience of 
adult education including prison 
education.  I currently teach in the 
Department of Human Sciences 
across a range of social science 
programmes.  My main areas of 
academic interest are policy studies 
and political sociology.  I recently 
completed my PhD at the London 
School of Economics on Britain and 
European integration and have 
presented widely on this issue.  My 
work on citizenship education reflects 
on ongoing interest in social change 
and political identity. This paper is 
based on an LTSN funded project on 
citizenship education and higher 
education which I co-ordinated in 
2003-2004. 
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Political literacy is the third dimension and involves pupils learning how to be effective in public life and 
the decision making and conflict resolution institutions and processes in modern Britain. The emphasis 
on learning citizenship and exercising responsibilities, as clearly articulated in the Crick Report, 
reflects a new elite consensus on citizenship policy in contemporary Britain. 
 
The Report sets out what a pupil is expected to have learnt about citizenship at key stages in their 
school career. There is in this respect a developmental approach to citizenship learning that 
progresses from primary school to post-compulsory education.  Alongside this is an emphasis on the 
idea of active citizenship, as the Report makes clear: 
 
“It is vital that pupils are provided with structured opportunities to explore actively 
aspects, issues and events through school and community involvement, case studies 
and critical discussions that are challenging and relevant to their lives.”  (ibid: 26) 
 
This emphasis on active citizenship within policies has also been evident in the post-compulsory 
sector. The Dearing Report into higher education highlighted the importance of work in community and 
voluntary organisations for undergraduate students (NCIHE, 1997).  Many higher education 
institutions in the UK now offer students opportunities to become involved in various kinds of 
community and voluntary work through initiatives such as mentoring.  Thus, it can be seen to be a 
core component of the lifelong learning agenda.  
 
The case for active citizenship   
 
The current emphasis on active citizenship and community involvement in education provides a 
unique opportunity to establish a meaningful form of citizenship education.  
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Annette (2000) concludes his overview of research by emphasising the importance of active learning 
in achieving greater civic and political participation: 
 
“I would like to argue that the proposals for citizenship education in the UK should 
integrate service learning in the community with critical thinking about values and the 
learning of political knowledge. The introduction of citizenship education as a type of 
effective learning should involve experiential learning in the community and the ability 
of the student to engage in reflective practice” (Annette, 2000: 89). 
 
However, ensuring that citizenship education involves active learning is not straightforward.  It is 
essential to make the case for this form of citizenship learning against the alternatives.  We should 
note that enabling people to become active citizens is potentially a radical departure from existing and 
orthodox approaches to citizenship education.  The dominant approach to citizenship learning found in 
most countries reflects a concern with social control. The context for this has been the formation of the 
nation-state.  The emergence of universal systems of education is associated with bringing about 
state-directed social integration; through the education system the modern state ‘could teach all 
children how to be good subjects and citizens’ (Hobsbawm 1987: 150).  A key feature of citizenship 
education within this context is a pedagogical framework that clearly stipulates the desired outcomes 
of the educational process.  These outcomes reflect particular dominant national and cultural values 
and traditions (Hahn 1998).  More recently, there are clear attempts to move beyond prescriptive and 
didactic models of, but these are not without their problems: 
 
“Countries with a tradition of a formal and knowledge-based approach in this area can 
also find it difficult to change teacher opinions and attitudes. This is the case in 
Hungary, where official moves to a more discussion-based approach to citizenship 
issues are being frustrated by the deep-seated belief of teachers that controversial, or 
sensitive issues should be kept out of the classroom.  Japan and Korea are both 
encountering similar problems in their official attempts to promote more creativity in 
schools in what are traditionally conformist and centralist societies.” (Kerr, (2000: 218)  
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Establishing more open, critical and active forms of citizenship education are not just a problem for 
countries with non-democratic histories. An embedded tradition of individualism does not imply non-
authoritarian systems of education as research on the hidden curriculum has shown.  From this 
perspective, the current trend towards a learning-outcome model within Western systems of education 
may be disadvantageous to achieving more democratic approaches to citizenship education.  Harland 
(2000) points to a fundamental tension in the Crick Report between its emphasis on critical and active 
citizenship, while advocating a learning-outcomes model of education. The latter Harland (2000: 60) 
argues could lead  
 
“…to a tightly regulated initiation into a government-endorsed conception of what it 
means to be a good citizen…where the process and experience of citizenship 
education is valued only in so far as it achieves pre-specified ends”  
 
Such an approach is not out of step with the concern over the social integration of young people 
shown by recent governments and has resulted in policies that increase regulation of their behaviour.  
 
What is excluded from this outcome model of citizenship education is a form of citizenship learning 
associated with the formation of democratic political identities and as socially experienced.  
Citizenship implies participation in a political community of reciprocal rights and duties.  This approach 
to citizenship learning becomes essential for societies undergoing change in which earlier models of 
social integration are challenged by increased diversity and fragmentation as a consequence of trends 
associated with globalisation.  In such a context, citizenship education should not be about passive 
learning about a form of citizenship that is increasingly breaking down, but should involve actively 
generating and renewing citizenship.   
Establishing more open, critical and
active forms of citizenship education
are not just a problem for countries
with non-democratic histories. An
embedded tradition of individualism
does not imply non-authoritarian
systems of education as research on
the hidden curriculum has shown. 
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What we lose with overly prescriptive national models of citizenship education are citizens capable of 
engaging in real political transformation: 
 
“In the first place, it seems to me that democracy is open-ended. We cannot know the 
qualities that will be required of the citizen of tomorrow - and we should not seek to 
constrain them.  Within my own lifetime I can recognise very real shifts in how society 
understands what are the characteristics of a good society - and that within what, in 
international terms, is a particularly stable society.  Democratic societies need to be in 
a state of permanent transformation.  We need to foster attitude, motivation and a 
willingness to participate even more than specific knowledge about current political 
arrangements.” (Harland, 2000: 61) 
 
The implication of this argument is that any learning objectives specified for citizenship education need 
to be flexible and subordinated to a critical and experiential approach to citizenship learning.  
 
Citizenship and experiential learning  
 
This article is premised on the belief that there are spaces to embed active citizenship learning within 
the school curriculum, in the work for example of School Councils, but more generally across the 
education system.  A particular challenge in schools is to move beyond the hierarchical model of the 
developing child and the developed adult citizen that constructs the child as dependent and 
incompetent (Alderson 2000: 133).  In the post-compulsory sectors, clear opportunities emerge for 
incorporating experiential. The implication of this argument is that any learning objectives specified for 
citizenship education into a broader lifelong learning agenda.  The work of the Learning Skills 
Development Agency in establishing post-16 citizenship projects is a powerful example of what can be 
achieved.  Models of good practice are proving essential in establishing an experiential approach to 
citizenship education.  
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In the case of higher education, Annette (2000) has highlighted the benefits of service learning to the 
student experience and the wider community. However, he also raises concerns about the problems 
of community involvement that views such activities in terms of their contribution to deliberative and 
democratic politics.  Annette argues that there is a need for research to examine how volunteering and 
service learning programmes contribute to the development of active citizenship.  
 
What is required is a serious engagement with the experience of citizenship that in turn requires 
revisiting the theory of experiential learning.  Kolb’s (1984) classic theory of experiential learning 
stated that people learn as they act or reflect on an experience. Kolb’s theory was presented as a four 
stage model whereby concrete experience is followed by personal reflection and then by the 
application of known theories, before a modified re-occurrence of the experience takes place in the 
form of active experimentation.  According to Kolb, learning from experience involves two distinct 
elements: the prehension of the experience followed by its active transformation.  This is a central 
feature of Kolb's theory that has often been overlooked, as Kreber (2001) points out: 
 
“I suggest that it is the use of the word ‘experience’ itself that led us to lose sight of 
Kolb’s central thesis; namely that experiences (or perhaps rather events) are not 
experiential per se, but only if they are transformed.” (2001: 219) 
 
Kreber suggests that a failure to appreciate the nuances of Kolb’s theory of experiential learning has 
been detrimental to recent attempts within higher education to expand the range of teaching methods 
in the direction of more practical and concrete type exercises. 
 
“It seems important to note that such ‘concrete experiences’, or experience through 
apprehension, are not experiential in and of themselves, but present just the opposite 
extreme to an emphasis on abstract conceptualisation we typically find in universities” 
(ibid: 220). 
Kreber suggests that a failure to
appreciate the nuances of Kolb’s
theory of experiential learning has
been detrimental to recent attempts
within higher education to expand the
range of teaching methods in the
direction of more practical and
concrete type exercises. 
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Thus, experiential learning does not simply involve providing students with case studies, trigger films 
and field trips, but also requires transformation of the events through reflection or experimentation.  
Particularly in the case of social sciences, the ‘events’ that students may be asked to engage with in 
the ‘real‘ world are already theoretically interpreted, so in the process of reflection and experimentation 
they should also become engaged in abstract conceptualisation.  Experiential learning should be seen 
as a process of transforming experiences into knowledge that involves both creative and intuitive as 
well logical and reasoning thinking skills.  With its emphasis on real world experiences, experiential 
learning has often been used as tool with which to critique traditional teaching methods, this is 
inappropriate as experiential learning should be seen as a model which sensitises us to the 
importance of the totality of the learning experience.    
  
A number of propositions concerning citizenship education follow on from this discussion of 
experiential learning.  A core argument is that genuine citizenship learning does not take place unless 
community involvement and various ‘citizen’ activities are reflected upon and transformed by the 
student into genuine knowledge about politics and democracy.  An essential component of this is for 
students to be able to complete their citizenship learning through active political experimentation that 
is creative and empowering.  Following on from this is the idea that citizenship education should 
involve conceptual and theoretical work.  This does not just mean teaching people concepts such as 
citizenship and democracy, but that through experiential learning these abstract ideas are made 
meaningful to those involved in an open-ended and flexible way.  
 
Teaching citizenship: an undergraduate module1 
 
Drawing on experiences from involvement in a post-16 Learning & Skills Development Agency (LSDA) 
project, staff and students at Buckinghamshire Chilterns University College (BCUC) critically engaged 
with policy proposals on citizenship education in a module called ‘Teaching Citizenship’.   
                                            
1 The evaluation of this module would not have been possible without the support of the students involved and my colleagues Shirley 
Koster and Dr. Wayne Clark who carried out group interviews with the students.  
Thus, experiential learning does not
simply involve providing students with
case studies, trigger films and field
trips, but also requires transformation
of the events through reflection or
experimentation.   
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This culminated in a substantive experience of active citizenship for undergraduate students and 
school pupils that gave a unique insight into the possibilities of citizenship education.  
 
The general aim of the Teaching Citizenship module at BCUC was to provide students with an 
experience of active citizenship based on local community involvement. The module was open to third 
year sociology and sociology/criminology students in their second semester. It was hoped that the 
module would provide insights into the applicability of social scientific knowledge outside of the 
seminar and lecture room and thereby contribute to the students' personal development.  The module 
proved to be very successful for all those involved and in the rest of the paper I explain this success in 
terms of experiential learning theory.  It is proposed that the module delivered a more total learning 
experience than is the norm in higher education fostering both logical reasoning skills, creative and 
intuitive thinking.   
 
Concepts and theories  
 
The module began with two weeks of lectures and seminars for the students. Students were provided 
with a range of materials on citizenship education  
and introductory lectures.  They were encouraged to develop a critical approach to citizenship 
education and to evaluate and assess the application of different strategies for teaching citizenship 
within schools.  There was considerable seminar debate over the possibilities and limitations of 
citizenship education. At this stage, some students were noticeably pessimistic about what they 
thought citizenship education could achieve, as one student later commented: 
 
“I really came into it thinking this is just another way to [legitimise] oppression by the 
government, you know, we're legitimising our control by giving you citizenship classes, 
so you can go out there and be good little robots.”  
 
In this comment the student was critically articulating the realistic view that citizenship education is 
primarily a top-down programme of social regulation.  
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Here the students were being encouraged to apply social scientific theories and concepts in order to 
evaluate policy proposals on citizenship education. The students were primarily using logical thinking 
skills to analyse and conceptualise citizenship education.  In this respect, for many of the students the 
module was a continuation of a more theoretical first semester module ‘Power and Political Process’.   
However, a core purpose of the module was to encourage the students to develop a more creative 
and personal perspective on citizenship learning and for this to occur, active experimentation was 
required.   
Active experimentation 
 
In two groups of five, the students were asked to develop their own citizenship activities that they 
could take in to two local schools.  The students were asked to think of ways in which pupils could be 
motivated and encouraged to engage with the idea of citizenship.  The students had a considerable 
amount of freedom in terms of what they could do, although their ideas were presented to head 
teachers from the schools before they went into the classroom.  Both schools served disadvantaged 
communities and the project was seen as contributing to the widening access agenda for the area.  
Through working in the schools it was hoped that the students would develop their own perspective on 
citizenship education.  
 
Faced with the task of delivering citizenship to school pupils, the students were immediately engaging 
with citizenship education at an intuitive and emotional level.  Both groups had to think creatively 
about what would work in the classroom.  One group worked with a School Council and focused on 
moving the pupils towards an action plan with the emphasis on narrowing down an area of concern 
through debates.   
In two groups of five, the students
were asked to develop their own
citizenship activities that they could
take in to two local schools.  The
students were asked to think of ways
in which pupils could be motivated
and encouraged to engage with the
idea of citizenship. 
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A group member described how they went about this: 
 
“So we split them into smaller groups, so that they were mixed ages and they weren't 
in friendship groups and we worked with them all in groups for a couple of sessions, 
and at the end of the second session we got them all together and debating….and sort 
of presented their ideas…..and they had to think of criticisms of their own ideas and 
they had to do ideas that they didn't pick as a group.  They had to fight for something 
that was important for other people and that's what makes a good citizen, not just 
about representing things you believe in yourself, it's about what other people want 
too.” 
 
The other group worked with sixth formers and focused on developing thinking and debating skills. 
They designed and delivered sessions aimed to challenge the pupils’ perspectives on the world, but 
also to give them a sense of their social worth. They called their sessions ‘Tooling for Citizenship’ and 
used games and activities to open up the pupils to some of the complexities of social rules and 
identities.  
 
“We did actually have a schedule didn't we, which we actually stuck quite closely to, 
we talked about it in the beginning and we just came up with crazy [ideas].  I mean we 
played noughts and crosses with them which doesn't sound like anything to do with 
citizenship, but it was to teach them rules, the concept of rules, because we broke the 
rules and our resident champion beat me and there was an absolute uproar [by the 
pupils] because she cheated, but we said no we make the rules, so we managed to 
get into the idea of rules through that game and there was an awful lot more like this 
that we did.” 
 
Through this simple exercise the students demonstrated the constructed nature of social rules as well 
as issues of power.   
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In general, the group described their approach as follows: 
 
“Ours was less about what a citizen is.  There are techniques that you can actually use 
to get involved in citizenship, so it's really techniques … listening, different ways and 
different logics.  The thing it was based on was the article, wasn't it, on discursive 
democracy and different ideas within there like Bourdieu and fuzzy logic and things 
like that.  So we actually called ours ‘Tooling for Citizenship’ - we were giving them 
tools so they could actually be a better citizen in the future, such as looking at things 
from different perspectives, accepting other people’s points of view.” 
 
Both groups can be seen as experimenting with concepts of openness and democratic participation.  
As one student commented: 
 
“Our aim really was to try and open them up to talking, to try to sort of let them see 
that they could have a voice, and I think our overall aim was to give them the 
knowledge that they could have a place in society, to give them the citizenship tools to 
go out there…”  
 
Both groups commented that their commitment to democratic participation and allowing the pupils to 
‘have their say’ was responded to very positively:  
 
“They started off really shy, but as soon as we started talking and saying to them ‘Just 
say what you like, we really just want to hear what you think’ and they were brilliant.” 
 
This openness informed the quality of the relationships between the students and pupils.   
Our aim really was to try and open
them up to talking, to try to sort of let
them see that they could have a
voice, and I think our overall aim was
to give them the knowledge that they
could have a place in society, to give
them the citizenship tools to go out
there. 
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A member of the group who worked with the sixth formers gives an indication of this: 
 
“When the teacher from the school came in and spoke to us first of all saying what we 
gonna expect, he was like you're gonna turn up and there's probably gonna be police 
cars outside the school, the school looks like it needs to be knocked down, the kids 
are gonna be rowdy but we can't help it, you know and we went there…and there was 
a police car! 
 
But um he [the teacher] came in halfway through our first session and he just looked 
stunned because they were just all sitting there listening to what we had to say and he 
looked really gob-smacked by that and he sort of shuffled out, because he saw that 
everything was under control and that they weren't a bunch of hooligans.”  
 
The positive response from the pupils was rewarding for both groups, as a member of the School 
Council group commented: 
 
“…it was like when you saw them getting all excited it was really, really rewarding and 
it was really nice to see them motivated about something.” 
 
The success of the project was evident in positive comments by the pupils at the end of the three 
sessions: 
 
“I think differently now.  There’s more than one side to a story and there are rules in 
life.” 
  
“I’ve learnt that rules are very complex.” 
 
“Always listen to both sides of any argument before judging for yourself.” 
 
“I’ve learnt to value things and stand up for what you want.” 
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The students did not necessarily attempt to ‘teach’ citizenship, but created situations based on mutual 
respect and democratic participation that allowed for an experience of citizenship to emerge for 
themselves as well as for the pupils.  The school sessions allowed the students to experiment with 
concepts and ideas that they had previously mainly explored in abstraction.  They responded with 
considerable creativity to the challenge of delivering citizenship and developed an emotional 
commitment to what they were doing and to the pupils they were working with.  In the evaluation of the 
module the students consistently commented on how enjoyable they had found the module.  This 
reflected the extent to which the students were allowed to express a range of skills and qualities that 
are not normally a central part of the undergraduate experience: 
 
“An essay you hand in and you get it back and look at your marks kind of thing, but 
this was like an ongoing feedback you know?” 
 
“Yeah, you were there trying to put…these things into practice, show these kids how to 
do something.” 
 
“That's it, yeah, it was interesting.  There were a lot of good things there and things 
would catch my attention, and suddenly other students were on a level I didn’t expect 
to see.  Fantastic.  Really good.  I think it should happen again.” 
 
The students did not necessarily
attempt to ‘teach’ citizenship, but
created situations based on mutual
respect and democratic participation
that allowed for an experience of
citizenship to emerge for themselves
as well as for the pupils.  The school
sessions allowed the students to
experiment with concepts and ideas
that they had previously mainly
explored in abstraction. 
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Reflection and assimilation  
 
There were workshops after each teaching session that provided opportunities for reflection and 
discussion that could then inform the next session.  As part of the assessment, the students were 
asked to write up a diary reflecting upon their experiences of the teaching sessions.  It was expected 
that the diary would be a reflective account upon the group and individual contribution in relation to the 
process and delivery of the citizenship classes.   
 
The second part of the assessment was an essay critically examining the contribution that citizenship 
education can make to a democratic society; the students were encouraged to draw upon their own 
experiences in this essay.  At this stage of the module, the students were also provided with lectures 
and further readings to help them to complete the essay.  
 
The assessment was designed to facilitate the assimilation of the experiences the students had 
undertaken and to use these to inform their understanding of the research and debates on citizenship 
education.  The aim was for students to transform their experience into knowledge by reflecting upon 
and evaluating the project they had undertaken.  The quality of the work varied from competent to 
excellent and overall was of a good standard.  The essays in particular proved to be of a better 
standard than the diaries possibly reflecting the novelty of the former as a type of assessment.  There 
is a question over whether an individual diary is the most appropriate form of assessment for this type 
of learning experience as most of the reflection and evaluation actually took place in the groups.  
There seemed to be a failure on the part of some students to incorporate group’s insights and 
reflections into their personal accounts.  In future this could be addressed by allowing peer discussion 
of reflective journal accounts.   
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Overall, it was evident from the assessed work and the evaluation of the module that the students 
found that the project enabled them to develop a unique understanding of citizenship education.  They 
were able to experiment with political concepts such as rights and responsibilities and democracy.  
This provided insights and understanding of ideas that otherwise can remain abstract and alien, as 
one student commented: 
 
“I really do think citizenship isn't about facts and figures, it’s what’s going on in a person and 
what involves a person.  I found that really interesting, especially when looking at citizenship 
the way we looked at it.  Basically, we didn't go in there to try and teach them something, but 
we wanted them to look at how they could change something, so it was really about social and 




In a number of respects the project is illustrative of good citizenship work.  It has been socially 
inclusive, building new relationships between undergraduate students with children and young people 
from deprived and marginalised communities.  There is evidence that the pupils in the schools have 
learned specific ‘citizenship skills’ such as debating and critical thinking.  The sessions have clearly 
allowed a space for forms of pupil participation to take place that may not have been possible, or 
desirable, within other areas of the curriculum. For the undergraduate students, their understanding of 
the role of citizenship education in a democratic society has certainly been enriched through a very 
‘hands on’ experience of active citizenship.  Such projects can foster both creative and intuitive 
qualities alongside reasoning and analysis offering a more total learning experience.  In summary, 
there is room for a degree of optimism about the capacity of such projects to provide a sound 
educational basis for citizenship learning to take place. 
 
 
I really do think citizenship isn't about 
facts and figures, it’s what’s going on 
in a person and what involves a 
person.  I found that really interesting, 
especially when looking at citizenship 
the way we looked at it. 
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Notes to Contributors 
 
If you are interested in contributing to Seminar, but uncertain as to whether you should submit that 
article for inclusion in the refereed or un-refereed section of the journal, you should contact SCPE and 
discuss your proposed contribution with us.  Having decided which section of the journal you are 
submitting your contribution to, you should then follow the guidelines below.  
 
Manuscripts can be submitted either as email attachments in Word, or as hard copy, along with a disk 
version in both cases to: 
 
Seminar 
School of Continuing Professional Education 
Buckinghamshire Chilterns University College 
HIGH WYCOMBE HP11 2JZ 
 
Tel  01494-450056 or 450043 
Email  Patrick.Smith@bcuc.ac.uk 
 
   
Manuscripts submitted should also include: 
 
1. a cover page including the title and the sub-title if used, along with full details of the 
author(s) and contact details (address, telephone, fax and email details 
2. brief biographies of the author(s) 150 words maximum 
3. a photograph or photographs of the authors, and 
4. references in alphabetical order at the end of the text adhering to the Harvard system. 
 
 
